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Preface 


The studies included in this volume will discuss important topics of al-Ghazall’s 
work, which demonstrate rational aspects of his interpretation of Islamic 
theology and spirituality, as rooted in the Qur'an. In the Qur'an, the root 
‘-Q-L - meaning at its core, “reason/reasoning” and “understanding” - occurs 
fifty-nine times; the verbs are not exclusively meant to imply rational activities. 
In almost all occurrences, these verbs are semantically related to the senses, 
and in several instances connote a conversion to the proclaimed religion as 
a result of the perception of natural phenomena. 1 Rationality as presented 
throughout the Qur’an is clearly a cognitive activity in which a sensual per¬ 
ception is involved that in turn leads man to believe in God. In reverse, to not 
believe in God means that man eliminates his rational faculty. Remarkably, 
this conception of a ‘towards-faith-oriented-rationality’ corresponds with the 
Qur'anic characterization of Arabia’s pre-Islamic era as a period of ignorance, 
the jdhiliyya . 2 

While the faculty of reasoning - that is, the intellect - does not appear in 
the scripture of Islam, it is nevertheless declared in a statement attributed to 
the Prophet Muhammad as the noblest ability created by God. The first act the 
newly created ’aql performs is the requirement of total submission to God’s 
obedience: God commanded the intellect to first approach Him, and then 
conversely to get away from Him, and each time the intellect obeyed God’s 
command. Furthermore, the intellect serves within this hadith as a reminder 
of God’s reward and punishment of humans. 3 The beginning of the state¬ 
ment might be interpreted in two different ways, however. According to one 
interpretation (awwalu ma khalaqaAlld.hu l-'aqlu) the intellect is the very first 


1 See for example: Q 2064,242; 3018; 16:12; 23:80; 30:28; 37038; 59:14; 67:10. 

2 Q 3054; 5:50; 48:26. In his MA-Thesis, Allen Tuazon provided a semantic study of the root ‘-Q-L 
in the Qur’an: “ ‘Understanding’ in Revelation: the root ‘-Q-L in the Qur’an,” 2011: https://etd. 
ohiolink.edu/!etd.send_file?accession=osui3o6868259&disposition=inline. 

3 “Awwal ma khalaqa Allahu l- 'aql qala lahu: aqbilfa-aqbaL Thumma qala lahu: adbirfa-adbar. 
Thumma qab wa-'izzatlwa-jalali ma khalaqtu khalqan akrama 'alayya minka, bika akhudhu 
wa-bika u'tlwa-bika uthlbu wa-bika u'aqib" This is the wording of the hadith as it is quoted by 
al-Ghazali (s. below n. 10). The hadith is weak without reliable authorities of transmission. It 
is not mentioned in the canonical collections. In at-Tabaram, Al-Mu'jam al-awsat, Ed. Tariq 
b. Awad Allah b. Muhammad and Abdalmuhin b. Ibrahim al-Husaynl, 10 Vols., Cairo: Dar 
al-Hramayn 1415/1996, No. 1845 (VoL 2, p. 235f.) and No. 7241 (Vol. 7, p. igof.), the hadith begins 
with a temporal assertion: “Lamma khalaqa AUahu [...],” “When God created [...].” 



PREFACE 


being created by God and thus holds a primary position amongst all beings. 4 
Another version begins with a more temporal genesis (awwala ma khalaqa 
Allahu l- 'aqla), and states merely that the first thing that happened to the intel¬ 
lect upon its creation was that it immediately received God’s command, and 
consequently submitted itself accordingly. 5 The former version corresponds 
to the cosmologies of the philosophers who ascribe to the intellect primacy 
in the chain of beings. 6 By contrast, theologians who accept only the latter 
version indicate an accidental nature to the intellect. 7 As confirmed by Ibn 
Taymiyya, this hacLith has been persistently subjected to extensive controversy 
within theological and philosophical circles, although its authenticity remains 
in doubt. 8 

Both the scriptural evidence as well as the contradictory versions of the 
above-mentioned prophetic statement demonstrates the strained position 
that rationality occupies in relation to religion in pre-modern Islamic intellec¬ 
tual discourses. 9 Yet, the history of the Arab-Islamic civilization shows brilliant 
articulations of rational thought throughout different fields of scholarship. 


4 “Awwalu ma khalaqa Allahu l-’aqlu qala lahw aqbil fa-aqbal. Thumma qala lahu: adbir fa- 
adbar. Thumma qal: wa-’izzati wa-jalali ma khalaqtu khalqan akrama ‘alayya minka, bika 
akhudhuwa-bika u’tiwa-bika uthibuwa-bika u'aqib.” 

“The first thing which God created was the intellect. On creating it He said to it: ‘Come 
forth!' and it came forth. He then said to it ‘Return!’ and it returned. Thereupon He said: ‘By 
my power and glory! I have not created anything which is more reverent to me than you. 
Through you I take and through you I give; through you I reward and through you I punish.’ ” 

5 "Awwala ma khalaqa Allahu l-’aqla qala lahu: aqbil fa-aqbal. Thumma qala lahu: adbir fa- 
adbar. Thumma qal: wa-’izzati wa-jalali ma khalaqtu khalqan akrama 'alayya minka, bika 
akhudhuwa-bika u’tiwa-bika uthibuwa-bika u'dqibr 

“At first, when God created the intellect, He said to it: ‘Come forth!’ and it came forth. He 
then said to it ‘Return!’ and it returned. Thereupon He said: ‘By my power and glory! I have 
not created anything which is more reverent to me than you. Through you I take and through 
you I give; through you I reward and through you I punish.' ” 

6 See for instance Al-Farabion the Perfect State: Abu Nasr al-Farabi’s Mabadi’ ara‘ ahl al-madina 
al-Judila. A revised text with introduction, translation, and commentary by Richard Walzer, 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985, Ch. 3, p. 100; Ibn Slna, Ash-Shija’. Al-Ilahiyyat, Ed. G. C. Anawati 
and S. Zayed, Rev. I. Madkour, Beirut: n.p., n.d., ix, 4, pp. 402-409. 

7 See for instance Taqr d-DIn Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu’ fatawa Ibn Taymiyya, 37 Volumes, 
Mujamma' al-Malik Fahd, Riad 1416/1995. Vol. 18, pp. 336-338. 

8 Ibid. See above n. 3. 

9 It should be mentioned in this context that the subordination of the human intellectual 
faculty to God’s power is also substantial in the Scriptures of Judaism and Christianity. See 
for instance: Proverbs 1:7, where the fear of God precedes wisdom; St. Paul, 1 Cor. 1:18-21, 
declares that through Christ's crucifixion God made foolish the wisdom of the world. 
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In particular, the works of the great philosophers ( al-falasifa ) and scientists 
of the Abbasid period are brilliant testimony to their creativity in respect of 
achievements of rationality. Certainly one major area of Arab-Islamic phi¬ 
losophy is that which addresses religious phenomena, such as the prophecies 
and hermeneutics of the Qur’an. Here, Muslim philosophers such as al-Farabi, 
Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd were able to make important contributions of last¬ 
ing relevance for the philosophical interpretation of religion. In addition, 
some mutakallimun like the Mu'tazilites and the Ash'arites developed ratio¬ 
nal approaches to complicated theological questions. It is in this philosophical 
and theological context that al-Ghazall undertook his theological education 
and developed his rational and balanced Sufism. 

In accordance with the philosophers and the Ikkwan as-Safa ’, al-Ghazall 
advocated the reading of the above-mentioned hadlth, which presented the 
intellect, ’aql, as the very first substance that God created. 10 Taking rational¬ 
ity as the criterion, modern scholarship presents two contradictory images 
of al-Ghazall, however. For generations of scholars in both the East and the 
West al-Ghazall was considered to be disdainful of rationality due to his mysti¬ 
cal worldview, and to a large extent allegedly contributed to a decline of phi¬ 
losophy in Islam that, its proponents argue, continues to the present. * 11 This 
view predominates in Arabic scholarship, particularly among adherents of 
Averroes. 12 For others, al-Ghazall is a rational jurist and theologian who created 
a symbiosis of philosophy and theology and infused rationality into Sufism. 13 


10 Al-Ghazall, who is known for depending on prophetic statements with weak transmis¬ 
sion ( isnad ), refers to this statement several times. See for instance: Iky a’ 'ulum ad-din, 
ed. c Abd al-Mu c ti Amin Qal'aji, 2nd Ed., Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2004, 5 volumes, Book 1: Kitab 
al- 'Ilm, Vol. 1, p. 117; Book 21: Kitab Sharh ‘aja’ib al-qalb, Vol. 3, p. 5. 

11 See e.g. Amaldez, Roger, “Falsafa,” in: ei 2 , ii, Leiden: Brill 1965, 769-775; Watt, William 
Montgomery, “al-Ghazall,” in: Ei 2 , ii, Leiden: Brill 1965,1038-1041. 

12 Eminent scholars like Muhammad Abid al-Jabiri, Hassan Hanafi and Nasr Hamid Abu 
Zayd represent this classical position ascribing to al-Ghazall an anti-rational attitude and 
accusing him of launching the destruction of rational thought in Islam. See for instance: 
Muhammad Abid al-Jabiri, Naqd al-'aql al-'arabi, 3 Volumes: 1: Takwin al-'aql al-'arabi, 
Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wahda al-Arabiyya 1982; 2: Bunyat al-'aql al-'arabi, Beirut: 
Markaz Dirasat al-Wahda al-Arabiyya 1986; 3: al-'Aql as-siyasi l-'arabi, Beirut: Markaz 
Dirasat al-Wahda 1-Arabiyya 1990; Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Maftium an-nass. Dirasa fi 
'ulum al-Qur’an, 3rd Ed., Beirut: Al-Markaz ath-Thaqafi 1-Arabi, 1996, pp. 243-311; id., 
An-Nass, as-sulta, al-haqiqa, Beirut: Al-Markaz ath-Thaqafi 1-Arabi, 1997; Hassan Hanafi, 
Min al-fana’ ila l-baqa\ Muhawala li-i'adat bind‘ 'ulum at-tasawwuf, 2 Volumes, Beirut: Dar 
al-Madar al-Islami 2009. 

13 The pioneer work of this interpretation is Richard M. Frank’s study Al-Ghazdli and the 
Ash'arite School, Durham: Duke University Press, 1994. In the same line: Frank Griffel, 
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In fact, al-Ghazall himself attacked early Greek and Muslim philosophers 
with accusations of apostasy since they believed in the eternity of the world, 
rejected God’s knowledge of particular objects, and negated physical resurrec¬ 
tion. At the same time, however, al-Ghazall made full use of Aristotelian logic 
in his books on jurisprudence, ethics, and dogmatic theology. A true adherent 
of skepsis, he developed a concept of religious spirituality based upon rational¬ 
ity in his magnum opus, Ihya 3 'alum acL-din (Revival of Religious Knowledge). 

Al-Ghazall considered himself a reformer of Islam. He based his reforma¬ 
tion on a balance between rationality and spirituality. His project which was 
not unencumbered by inconsistencies included an infusion of logical methods 
and criteria into jurisprudence, the liberation of theology from blind imitation 
(taqlid ) for it to become more critical, and the rationalization of Sufism to free 
itself of excessiveness. Al-GhazalFs aim was to design a way of life for his fellow 
Muslims, combining knowledge and action {al-’ilm wa-l-’amal), and centered 
around the knowledge required to qualify an individual soul to enjoy eternal 
life in the Hereafter {'ilm tarlq at-akhira). It is for this reason that he wrote 
his Ihya 3 . This voluminous work presents a system of Islamic orthodoxy and 
orthopraxy intertwined. Rationality is an integral part of this system: it is the 
power that balances various and sometimes-conflicting forces and traditions. 
Al-Ghazall does not consider rationality itself the highest form of knowledge. 
He ascribes this position to the ability of spiritual ‘tasting’ ( dhawq ) that goes 
beyond the limits of human rationality in order to obtain knowledge of spiri¬ 
tual realities. Nevertheless, rationality is actively present in this conception as 
a factor of stabilization and protection against radicalism and excessiveness. 
Despite his critique of the philosophers (_ faldsifa ) and his decision to follow 
the path of Sufism, al-Ghazall did not cease to be a rational Muslim scholar; he 
continued to utilize rational ideas and critical methods adopted from the phi¬ 
losophers (mainly Ibn Sina) and incorporated into his epistemological system. 

Based on this understanding of al-Ghazall and his legacy, the present and 
subsequent volumes will be dedicated to examining al-Ghazali’s lifelong aspi¬ 
ration to combine Islam and rationality. 14 This volume includes papers pre¬ 
sented at the international conference “Islam and Rationality: The Impact of 
al-Ghazall,” which I organized at The Ohio State University in Columbus, Ohio, 


Al-GhazdlTs Philosophical Theology, Oxford: Oxford University Press 2009; Alexander 
Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought. Al-GhazdlTs theory of mystical cognition 
and its Avicennian foundation, Routledge, 2012, and several studies by Jules Janssens. 

14 The forthcoming second volume of “Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazall,” 
edited by Frank Griffel, includes papers presented on the workshop “Al-Ghazall and His 
Influence,” held at Yale University, New Haven, on December 9-10,20m 
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from 10-12 November 2011, on the occasion of Abu Hamid’s 900th anniversary. 
The majority of the papers herein deal with various aspects of al-Ghazali’s 
ambitious aims to bring rationality and Islamic religiosity into an endur¬ 
ing symbiosis, and some contributions address how al-GhazalTs intellectual 
endeavors were later received by scholars who had the same concern of recon¬ 
ciling religion and rationality within and beyond the sphere of Islam. 

The conflicting discussions in early Islam on divine determinism, and the 
attempts of certain circles to replace God by matter as a cause of change, 
resulted in a concept of causality that rationality was the essence within nature 
that shaped the world. As an example of reconciling God’s creationist power 
with the role of natural causes, the Mu'tazilite an-Nazzam (d. ca. 230/845) 
stated that God intrinsically provided the stone with a nature that meant it 
would roll if someone pushed it. Hans Daiber’s contribution shows how subse¬ 
quent discussions by Islamic theologians and philosophers culminated in the 
seemingly contradictory solution provided by al-Ghazall, when he proposed 
that God is the first cause, and yet at the same time, causality then followed 
strict rules of cause and effect. The paper argues that Neoplatonists had pos¬ 
tulated a similarity between the transcendent divine cause and the effects 
that resulted from intermediate causes. The hierarchy of cause and effects was 
actually the background of Ibn Sina’s concept of different modes of existence 
as regards priority and posteriority, self-sufficiency and need, necessity and 
possibility. Conditioning causes are thus superior to the conditioned effects. 
Due to the multitude of intermediate causes, the ultimate divine cause makes 
possible many similar effects, which in turn marks the beginning of a certain 
separation between natural sciences and theology. For al-Ghazall, it was not 
necessary to finalize this separation; he developed Ibn Slna’s Neoplatonic hier¬ 
archy of cause and effect, later criticized by al-GhazalTs adversary Ibn Rushd. 

In the next paper, Wilferd Madelung traces al-Ghazali’s changing attitude to 
philosophy, subsequent to his famous refutation of the philosophers in Tahafut 
al-falasifa. The title of the book may suggest that al-Ghazall intended to point 
out contradictions and inconsistencies in philosophical thought. Al-Ghazall 
was in fact more concerned with a demonstration of the incompatibility of 
philosophical thought with the Sunni Muslim creed. In particular he main¬ 
tained that three points of Ibn Sina’s teaching constituted unbelief (kufr) in 
Islam: the thesis of the eternity of the world; God’s knowledge only of univer- 
sals; and the denial of the physical resurrection. On the other hand, al-Ghazali’s 
Maqasid al-falasifa, which he composed shortly before the Tahafut, demon¬ 
strates his admiration for the rational achievement of Ibn Slna. In later life, 
al-Ghazall wrote several treatises he reserved for his elite students, in which 
he seemed to fully adopt the philosophical thought of Ibn Slna - even in the 
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arguments he had described as unbelief in his Tahajut. It seems evident that 
al-Ghazall no longer considered Ibn Sina a rationalist philosopher, but rather, 
an inspired Sufi. There are indications, however, that al-Ghazall ultimately 
remained undecided on whether the philosophers or the theologians were in 
possession of the truth about God and the world. 

Philosophy penetrated not only into the spheres of cosmology, cosmogony, 
and causality of al-Ghazah’s thought, but also into his Sufism. This is demon¬ 
strated in the contribution of Binyamin Abrahamov, particularly through his 
close observation of the concept of tafakkur, meaning the syllogistic proce¬ 
dure that brings together two parts of knowledge in order to conclude from 
them a third. Al-Ghazall did not limit the process of attaining knowledge only 
to the discussion of metaphysical issues; he also recognized it as the principle 
that helps the Sufi to master the stations ( maqamat) of the Sufi path, which 
are each composed of knowledge, states, and acts. Knowledge is the fruit of 
tafakkur, and produces states that subsequently cause one’s actions. The paper 
shows that, for al-Ghazall, tafakkur is the key to all good things, and that syl¬ 
logistic thinking stands at the root of all mystical Sufi aspirations. 

Through an in-depth investigation of al-Ghazah’s Jawahir al-Qur'an wa- 
duraruhu (The Jewels of the Qur’an and its Pearls), Georges Tamer demon¬ 
strates how, in this treatise, al-Ghazall applied rationality to the highly symbolic 
hermeneutics of the Qur’an. As a result of this hermeneutical approach, the 
Qur’an appears as a stimulus for the believer, in not only the acquisition of reli¬ 
gious knowledge, but also the scientific. The paper presents distinctive features 
of al-Ghazah’s reasoning as formulated in The Jewels, including what appears 
to be al-Ghazall’s ultimate response to Ibn Sina’s division of rational sciences. 

Similarly, the contribution by Frank Griffel reveals striking rational features 
of al-Ghazall’s theory of the interpretation of sacred texts. This study deals 
with al-Ghazah’s short text al-Qdnun al-kulllfi t-ta’wil (The Universal Rule of 
Interpreting Revelation), initially a letter addressed to his student Abu Bakr 
ibn al-Arabi (d. 543/1148), and written in response to a number of questions 
pertaining to certain ahadith. Chief amongst them was the hadlth, “Satan runs 
in the blood vessels of one of you.” Al-Ghazah’s clarification of the word “satan” 
as a cipher for bad temptations and whisperings from the active intellect is 
clearly inspired by certain teachings of Ibn Sina. Furthermore, the concept 
regarding the relationship between reason and revelation displayed in this let¬ 
ter is distinct from al-Ghazah’s writings elsewhere. Instead, here he exposes a 
radical rationalism that clearly challenges the Ash'arite school traditions. 

Eric Ormsby’s study explores some of the ways in which al-Ghazall employed 
humor in his works in order to finalize his arguments. His methods ranged from 
rhetorical devices as reductio ad absurdum, hyperbole and irony, to outright 
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satire, caricature and parody, seen through examples drawn mainly from Iky a 1 
’ulum ad-dln and Tahafut al-falasifa. The author argues that the importance of 
such considerations is twofold: firstly, they demonstrate that al-Ghazali, in his 
use of such devices, was firmly positioned within the classic tradition of adak, 
and secondly, they allow certain aspects of tone and style exhibited within his 
prose to be explored. The suspect reputation which al-Ghazali encountered 
amongst various detractors - for example, recurrent accusations of insincer¬ 
ity or inconsistency - may be explained, at least in part, by his employment of 
such stylistic strategies. Ormsby’s paper demonstrates that al-Ghazall’s irony 
was too often taken quite literally. 

Taneli Kukkonen’s contribution discusses al-Ghazall’s rational assessment 
as to how virtues are cultivated, an area of thought that has received surpris¬ 
ingly little philosophical attention to date. It is a commonplace argument that 
al-Ghazall’s later works addressed practical concerns, as these are often con¬ 
sidered the works of a religious reformer and moral preacher rather than of a 
theorist. Even if the overall characterization of al-Ghazall’s later works as ethi¬ 
cal treatises were accurate, one might yet wonder whether an intellectual such 
as al-Ghazali could have left the domain of philosophical reflection untouched 
by his own preconceptions - particularly as the inner reform of Islam and the 
unification of knowledge and practice stood at the center of his intellectual 
project. According to the author, it turns out that al-Ghazall’s exposition of 
moral psychology represents a reasonably sophisticated and well thought-out 
interpretation of Aristotelian virtue ethics. In order to demonstrate this, the 
focus of the paper rests upon specific problems that arise from a need to bal¬ 
ance habituation and practical reasoning as resources for virtuous action. 

Thereafter, Avner Giladi examines al-Ghazall’s attitudes towards sex, mar¬ 
riage, and family. As a jurist loyal to a comprehensive and total legal system, 
al-Ghazali did not hesitate to address the most intimate aspects of the Islamic 
way of life - including marriage and procreation as encouraged by the SharVa. 
For Sufis, on the other hand, the option of seclusion and withdrawal from sex, 
although probably not frequently applied, seemed legitimate. In his efforts to 
harmonize these two religious approaches, al-Ghazali offered an extremely 
interesting discussion, rich not only in sophisticated legal, theological and 
ethical arguments, but also because they reveal his own psychological insights. 
Sex, marriage, and family and their place and context within the Ihyff, as well 
as the manner of how they are interwoven into the greater plan, are a few of 
the specific topics discussed in this chapter. 

For his part, Yasien Mohamed provides a new discussion of the question of 
whether al-Ghazall’s ethics of teaching was inspired by ar-Raghib al-Isfahani’s 
(d. 452/1060) educational thinking. With a focus on al-Isfaham’s adh-DharVa ila 
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makdrim ash-sharVa and al-Ghazall’s Mlzan al-'amal, the study offers a detailed 
analysis of the content, style, and differences between these two works. The 
paper also pays particular attention to the duties of the teacher, which form a 
major part of any discussion surrounding the ethics of education. 

Al-Ghazall’s ethical work Mlzan al-’amal (The Criterion for Action) is exam¬ 
ined in Ken Garden’s contribution that offers a new evaluation of al-GhazalTs 
famous personal crisis of 488/1095. This resulted in al-Ghazall’s well-known 
transformation: his acceptance of the practice of Sufism, his relinquishment of 
a prestigious post at the Nizamiyya madrassa in Baghdad, and his renunciation 
of any officially sponsored teaching position for the next eleven years. The cri¬ 
sis also led al-Ghazall to openly promote a radical plan found within the Ihya\ 
By comparing the Revival to The Criterion, the paper seeks to identify conti¬ 
nuities and changes in al-GhazalTs ethical thought before and after 488/1095. 
Garden focuses upon the question of the respective roles of philosophy and 
Sufism, and thereafter his ethical thought and agenda, which emanated from 
al-GhazalT’s crisis. 

Intrinsically related to al-GhazalTs famous crisis is his conception of ‘ilm 
(knowledge) and yaqln (certainty). In his autobiographical treatise al-Munqidh 
min ad-dalal, al-Ghazall carefully evaluated the different means and methods 
of the seekers of truth, i.e., theologians, philosophers, authoritarians, and mys¬ 
tics. These seekers differ regarding the various ways and methods to be used 
in order to attain truth and avoid error. Al-Ghazall addressed certain episte¬ 
mological difficulties on the sources of knowledge and their connections to 
certainty when searching for the correct method for the attainment of truth. 
This methodology could be brought into contemporary discussions, specifi¬ 
cally the epistemic controversies related to skepticism, foundationalism, and 
fallibilism. Examining al-Ghazall’s explanation of the different methods of 
knowledge, Luis Xavier Lopez-Faijeat presents al-Ghazall as a foundational- 
ist who adopted skepticism as a starting point of his epistemology. Lopez- 
Faijeat discusses al-GhazalT’s intent to show that the only alternative to avoid 
skepticism was to defend the view that the first principles or primary truths - 
wherein knowledge is grounded - must be instinctively understood. This solu¬ 
tion, however, is directly connected with the knowledge that God guarantees 
the ultimate foundations of knowledge. Al-GhazalTs question on the nature of 
knowledge is therefore a simultaneous question on the correct way of knowing 
God - a question that leads to an original understanding of the relationship 
between reason and revelation. 

The next chapters of the present volume deal with the reception of 
al-GhazalTs project to harmonize Islam and rationality by Jewish, Christian 
and Muslim scholars alike. Scott Girdner provides a brief overview of his con- 
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ception of al-Ghazall’s combination of traditionalist and rationalist scriptural 
hermeneutics, focusing on the role of the psychology of the philosophers. 
Concentrating on Mishkat al-anwar (The Niche of Lights), the paper argues 
that al-Ghazali adapted Ibn Sina’s philosophical psychology to assert both the 
validity of rationalist epistemologies, and the traditionalist hermeneutical 
principle that the truths of God and the Qur’an exhaust human comprehen¬ 
sion. The author then provides an overview of the reception of al-Ghazall’s 
philosophical-psychological hermeneutics in the medieval Jewish tradition. 

Alfred Ivry, in his paper, investigates the complex relationship between 
al-Ghazali and Moses Narboni (d. 1362), a follower of Averroes. Narboni con¬ 
sidered Maqasid al-falasifa to be al-Ghazali’s confirmation of Avicenna’s 
philosophy; his positive attitude towards al-Ghazali’s book is reflected in 
the reception it received amongst Jewish readers. Ivry shows, however, that 
Narboni’s acceptance of al-Ghazali’s Avicennianism is limited to its compat¬ 
ibility with Averroes’s doctrines. 

Steven Harvey then presents the impact of al-Ghazali on the development 
of rational discourses in Judaism. Al-Ghazali was known in twelfth century 
Andalusia directly to a few Jewish thinkers through some of his Arabic writ¬ 
ings, although many more became aware of him through thirteenth- and 
fourteenth-century Hebrew translations of several of his books. The paper 
builds upon recent research into al-Ghazali’s influence on Jewish thought, and 
presents a picture of the changing image of Abu Hamid (as he was known in 
Hebrew), as seen byjewish thinkers of the twelfth to fifteenth centuries. Special 
attention is given to the different ways in which the medieval Jewish reader 
would have reacted to al-Ghazali’s presentation and critique of Aristotelian 
philosophy and science. 

The chapter by Hidemi Takahashi draws the attention of the reader to 
al-Ghazall’s influence on the philosophy and theology of the Syrian Orthodox 
Christian prelate and polymath Gregory Barhebraeus (1225/6-1286). These 
works seem to have been the result of a new intellectual synthesis of older 
Syriac literary heritage and the fruits of the contemporary scholarly works 
that would have been available to him (mostly) in Arabic. One of the Muslim 
authors Barhebraeus most frequently drew upon, alongside Ibn Sina and his 
older contemporary Nasir ad-DIn at-Tusi (d. 672/1274), was al-Ghazali, whose 
influence on Barhebraeus’s theology and philosophy is apparent from a read¬ 
ing of several of his books. The paper closely examines Barhebraeus’s method¬ 
ology, and demonstrates where he drew upon a number of al-Ghazali’s works, 
sometimes altering and ‘Christianizing’ the contents of the source passages. 

Jules Janssens provides an evaluation of the Ghazalian quotations in 
Raymundus Marti’s Pugio Fidel Marti (d. ca. 1286) had studied Arabic in Toledo 
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in one of the Dominican centers for the study of languages that flourished 
during his time. Thus it is not completely surprising that in his major work, 
Pugio Fldei, he quotes several passages of al-Ghazall’s different books, other¬ 
wise unknown in Europe. The paper shows that Marti was not only familiar 
with several of al-Ghazall’s works but also made liberal use of some of his 
ideas. Hence, a particular, though limited, reception of al-GhazalTs thought in 
thirteenth century Europe in Latin comes to the fore, which is quite different 
from the reception limited to the knowledge of his Maqasid. 

Yahya Michot’s paper deals with Ibn Taymiyya’s (661/1263-728/1328) map¬ 
ping of the development of al-Ghazali’s esotericism, from the philosophical 
definitions in Mi'yar al-'Um (The Standard of Knowledge) to the five degrees 
of existence, which al-Ghazall distinguished in his treatise at-Tafriqa bayn 
al-lman wa-z-zandaqa (The Distinction Between Faith and Free-Thinking). For 
Ibn Taymiyya, al-Ghazall was an important milestone on the path of sophis¬ 
tic, Qarmatizing, scriptural distortion ( tahrlf ) that led towards the doctrine 
of the uniqueness of existence ( wahdat al-wujud). The fact that al-Ghazall 
eventually renounced his esoteric ideas did not prevent their propagation: 
Ibn Taymiyya condemned their pernicious impact on several post-al-Ghazall 
Islamic thinkers. 

Lastly, M. Sait Ozervarli focuses on Ottoman thinkers’ commentaries of 
al-GhazalTs Tahafut al-falasifa to demonstrate classical Ottoman contribu¬ 
tions to al-GhazalTs legacy. The paper examines Tahafut commentaries written 
by eminent scholars of the classical Ottoman period of the fifteenth century, 
such as Hocazade, TusI, Kemalpajazade, and Karabagl. In keeping with the 
scholarly traditions of the time, their commentaries were produced in Arabic, 
and a close examination of the texts demonstrates that Ottoman works were 
not just mere reiterations but profound examples of new insights using critical 
analysis. 


In closing, I wish to thank my current Graduate Student Assistant Michail 
Hradek for managing the Bibliography and the Indexes. I am grateful to the 
anonymous reviewer of the papers for constructive remarks. Finally, I wish to 
thank Prof. Hans Daiber, Prof. Anna Akasoy and Prof. Emilie Savage-Smith for 
accepting this volume in the book series, “Islamic Philosophy, Theology and 
Science.” Dr. Kathy van Vliet and Teddi Dols from Brill Academic Publishers 
were not only competent but also friendly and helpful as they accompanied 
me throughout the production process of the book. They deserve my gratitude. 
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It fills my heart with sorrow that Allen Tuazon, M.A., my former Graduate 
Research Assistant at The Ohio State University, did not live to see this vol¬ 
ume printed. A committed and brilliant assistant, Allen diligently and with 
exemplary dedication assisted me with the organization of the international 
conference “Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazall,” (Ohio State 
University, 10-12 November 2011). Allen spared no effort to make the confer¬ 
ence a memorable event to all participants and guests. He led the Student 
Assistants Team professionally, provided creative ideas to design the won¬ 
derful image on the cover and took care of editing most of the contributions 
in this book. The volume is deservedly dedicated to his memory. Requiescat 
in pace! 


Georges Tamer 
Erlangen, March 2015 
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CHAPTER 


God versus Causality 

Al-GhazalVs Solution and its Historical Background 
Hans Daiber 


In modern historiography, rationalism means scientific knowledge based on 
unprejudiced cognition. This idea is basically similar to the ideals exalted by the 
European Enlightenment (i7-igth c.), which sought to replace divine religion 
with human rationality. 1 Is it possible, in view of this, to discuss al-Ghazali’s 
impact on the development of rationality in Islam? 

I will present the thesis that al-Ghazali’s concept of causality 2 is the result 
of his philosophical theology, which itself is based on his Qur’anic-Ash'arite 


1 Cf. G. Gawlick, “Rationalismus” in Historisches Worterbuch derPhilosophie 8, Darmstadt 1992, 

2 Al-Ghazali’s concept of causality has been the subject of a large number of articles and 

monographs which do not consider the Stoic-Neoplatonic background. See the bibliography 
in Frank Griffel's monograph (2009; s. below p_); the following publications are a reason¬ 

able sample: Muhammed Yasin El-Taher Uraibi, Al-Ghazalis Aporien im Zusammenhang mit 
dem Kausalproblem, thesis, University of Bonn, 1972, pp. 25off.; Kwame Gyekye, “Al-Ghazali 
on Causation,” in Second Order 2/1, Ile-Ife, Nigeria 1973, pp. 31-39; Carol Lucille Bargeron, 
The Concept of Causality in Abu Hamid Muhammad Al-GhazalVs Tahafut Al-Falasifah, the¬ 
sis, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1978; Mohammed Allal Sinaceur, “Logique et causalite 
chez Ghazali,” in Un trait d’union entre I’orient et (’Occident: Al-Ghazzali et Ibn Maimoun, 
Rabat, 1986 (= Academie du Royaume du Maroc. Publications. 12), pp. 173-211; Luciano Rubio, 
El "Ocasionalismo" de los teologos especulatcvos del Islam. Su posible influencia en Guillermo de 
Ockham y en los “ocasionalistas’’ de la Edad Modema, El Escorial, 1987 (on Ghazali s. pp. 161- 
198); Abu Yaarub Al-Marzouki, Le concept de causalite chez Gazali, Tunis (s.d.); Yusuf Rahman, 
“Causality and Occasionalism: A Study of the Theories of the Philosophers Al-Ghazali and 
Ibn Rushd,” in Hamdard Islamicus 21/1,1998, pp. 23-31; Lenn E. Goodman, “Three Enduring 
Achievements of Islamic Philosophy,” in Mohaghegh Nama. Collected papers presented to 
Professor Mehdi Mohaghegh, ed. by B. Khorramshahi and J. Jahanbakhsh. 11, Tehran, 2001 
(pp. 59-89), pp. 79-83,86f. (Goodman alludes to Neoplatonism, but regretfully does not elab¬ 
orate on this); Edward Omar Moad, “Al-Ghazali on Power, Causation, and ‘Acquisition,’” in 
Philosophy East and West 57, Honolulu, 2007, pp. 1-13; Frank Griffel, “Al-Ghazali,” in Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2007), ch. 7; id., “Al-Ghazalfs Appropriation of Ibn SIna's Views 
on Causality and the Development of the Science in Islam,” in Uluslararasi Ibn Sind sempo- 
zyumu bildiriler, 22-24 Mayis 2008. 11, pp. 105-U5; id., Al-GhazalVs Philosophical Theology, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, pp. i47ff., i75ff. and 2isff. 
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theology and on his knowledge of Ibn Slna, whose Neoplatonism al-Ghazall 
criticized and took as a starting point for a more extended attack. 3 Al-Ghazall 
modified previous discussions by resuming the Stoic-Neoplatonic concept of 
causality as formulated by Proclus in Institutio theoLogica (see below, p. 8ff.); 
with this modification, he dissociated himself from Ibn Sina’s Aristotelian view 
and contributed, in a very original manner, to rationality in Islam. 

Al-Ghazall’s reflection on causality turns out to be a reaction to the preced¬ 
ing discussions of those who tried to replace God by another cause. It deserves 
our attention that al-Ghazall influenced - through his Tahajut al-falasifa and 
its refutation by Ibn Rushd, the Tahajut at-Tahajut 4 - the discussion in medi¬ 
eval Europe, the arguments of Albertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, Bernard of 
Arezzo and of Nicolaus of Autrecourt. 5 His originality has even prompted a 


3 Some remarks can be found in Noor Nabi, “Criticism of Al-Ghazali on the Theory of 
Emanation presented by Plotinus and Ibn Sina,” in Reason and Tradition in Islamic Thought, 
ed. Mahmudul Haq, Aligarh, 1992, pp. 116-129. 

4 Ed. by Maurice Bouyges, Beirut, 1930. = Bibliotheca arabica scholasticorum. Serie arabe. hi. 
[3rd edition Beirut 1992]; see also Simon van den Bergh (trans.), Averroes’ TahajutAl-Tahafut 
{The Incoherence of the Incoherence), i-n. London, 1969. On Ibn Rushd's concept of causal¬ 
ity and his critique of Ghazali, cf. Barry S. Kogan, Averroes and the Metaphysics of Causation, 
Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985 (review by H. Daiber in Der Islam 64,1987, 
3iof.). Recently it has been shown that Ibn Rushd's concept of causality shows traces of 
the Neoplatonic doctrine of intermediaries; cf. Cecilia Martini Bonadeo, “Averroes on the 
Causality of the First Principle: a Model in Reading “Metaphysics,' ” Lambda 7,1072b 4-16, in 
Wissen tiber Grenzen. Arabisches Wissen und lateinisches Mittelalter, ed. Andreas Speer and 
Lydia Wegener, Berlin-New York, 2006 {Miscellanea Mediaevalia. 33), pp. 425-437; cf. Barry S. 
Kogan, Averroes and the Metaphysics of Causation, pp. 248ff. Both do not take into account 
the role of Proclus’s Institutio theologica, whose importance I had emphasized in my review 
of Kogan's monograph in Der Islam 64,1987, p. 311. 

5 Cf. Johannes Erich Heyde, Entwertung der Kausalitat? Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1957, pp. upf.; 
Majid Fakhry, Islamic Occasionalism, London: Allen & Unwin, 1958; Harry Austryn Wolfson, 
“Nicolaus of Autrecourt and Ghazall’s Argument Against Causality,” in Speculum 44,1969, 
234-238 (reprinted in Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam, Cambridge, Massachusetts 
and London: Harvard University Press, 1976, pp. 593-600); R. E. Abu Shanab, “Ghazali and 
Aquinas on Causation,” in Monist 58,1974,140-150; David Burrell, “Causality and necessity in 
Islamic thought” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward Craig, vol. 11, London 
and New York: Routledge, 1998; and Kojiro Nakamura, “Al-Ghazali,” ibid. vol. iv, esp. p. 65 
col. a; the monograph by Dominik Perler and Ulrich Rudolph, Occasionalismus. Theorien der 
Kausalitat im arabisch-islamischen und im europaischen Denken, Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 
and Ruprecht, 2000 (= Abhandlungen der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Gottingen - 
Philologisch-historische Klasse. Gottingen. 3. Folge. 235); recently, Taneli Kukkonen, “Creation 
and Causation,” in Cambridge History of Medieval Philosophy, ed. Robert Pasnau, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010 (pp. 232-246), pp. 236f. On the Latin transmission of 
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comparison with similar ideas found in the work of David Hume, an English 
philosopher active in the 18th century. * * * 6 

At first sight, al-Ghazall appears to have given a clear answer to those who 
tried to replace God with another kind of causality; these are variously referred 
to in early Islamic sources by the name “Dahrites,” i.e. “materialists” who may 
be called “atheists” (to use a term which originated in the i6th-i7th centuries 
in Europe). 7 The term “Dahrites” has its origin in the Qur’anic concept of dahr 
as we find it in sura 45, verses 22-24. In the context of the following remark 
about the unbeliever, I quote the translation of Arthur J. Arberry: “Hast thou 
seen him who has taken his caprice ( hocwd.hu ) to be his god, and God has led 
him astray out of a knowledge... They say, ‘There is nothing but our present 
fife; we die, and we five, and nothing but Time (dahr) destroys us.’ ” 

Here, we detect the divine cause replaced by the inclination of man 
(, hawd.hu ), who, orienting himself solely towards his life in this world, consid¬ 
ers himself to be both perishable and a victim of time. 8 Remarkable in the 
formulation of the verses quoted is the assessment of individuality as causal 
factor equal to God. According to Muhammad this is not compatible with his 


al-Ghazah’s works compare H. Daiber, Islamic Thought in the Dialogue of Cultures. A Historical 

and Bibliographical Survey, Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2012 (= Themes in Islamic Studies 7), 

pp. 132-136. 

6 Cf. Abdul Matin, “The Ghazalian and the Humian Critiques of Causality: a comparison,” in 
The Dacca University Studies, A. 29,1978, pp. 29-434. 

7 Cf. H.-W. Schiitte, “Atheismus” in Historisches Worterbuch der Philosophic, vol. 1, Darmstadt, 
1971, col. 595-599. On the history of “atheism,” see Georges Minois, Geschichte des Atheismus. 
Von den Anfangen bis zur Gegenwart (Translated from French [Histoire de I’atheisme. Les 
incrqyants dans le monde occidental a nos jours] by Eva Moldenhauer), Weimar, 2000. The 
book includes a short chapter on “the Arabic-Muslim contribution to unbelief” (pp. 68-76). 
This can be supplemented by a collection of articles ed. by Friedrich Niewohner and Olaf 
Pluta under the title: Atheismus im Mittelalter und in der Renaissance, Wiesbaden, 1999 
(= Wolfenbiitteler Mittelalter-Studien. 12); on “atheism” in Islam see the contributions by 
H. Daiber, “Rebellion gegen Gott. Formen atheistischen Denkens im friihen Islam” (23-44); 
Sarah Stroumsa, “The Religion of the Freethinkers of Medieval Islam” (45-59); Muhammad 
Abu Al-Fadl Badran: “... denn die Vemunft ist ein Prophet' - Zweifel bei Abu 1 -Ala’ al-Ma‘arri” 
(61-84); Dominique Urvoy: “La demystification de la religion dans les textes attribues a Ibn 
al-Muqaffa‘” (85-94); and Mohammad Mohammadian: “Der oblique Blick. Zum Verhaltnis 
von Philosophie und Religion in den Roba’iyat von Omar Khayyam” (95-114). 

8 On the concept of dahr cf. here Georges Tamer, Zeit und Gott: Hellenistische Zeitvorstellungen 
in der altarabischen Dichtung und im Koran, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter 2008, pp. ig3ff. and 
i07ff. More details can be found in the following discussion: H. Daiber, “Rationalism in Islam 
and the Rise of Scientific Thought: The Background of al-Ghazali’s Concept of Causality,” in 
id., The Strugglefor Knowledge in Islam: Some Historical Aspects, Sarajevo, 2004, pp. 67-86. 
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new belief in one God, to whom everyone must surrender; as such, these verses 
are the starting-point of later descriptions of the so-called “Dahrites” who deny 
God. 9 The famous prose-writer al-Jahiz, who died in about 254/868, demon¬ 
strates in his book on animals that even animals hint at God’s existence; 10 his 
cosmological and teleological proof of God contradicts the denial of God by 
the Dahrites who, moreover, replace God with the unchangeable movement of 
stars. * 11 Al-Jahiz refers to discussions of agnostic circles from the 8th/gth cen¬ 
tury, who, in the tradition of old skeptic-materialistic Sassanian traditions from 
the 6th century, acknowledge the influence of the stars on the sublunar world. 12 
According to al-Jahiz, the assumption of any astrological influence on creation 
means the denial of God. He, who asserts the eternal uniformity of the celestial 
bodies, cannot assume neither generation nor corruption, or the distinction 
between Creator and created, but solely “eternal matter” ( at-tlna al-qadima ). 13 

This conclusion by al-Jahiz is not new. It takes up an alleged discussion 
between the theologian Abu Hanifa and a Dahrite, which is summarized in 
the 10th century by Abu 1 -Layth as-Samarqandl in his commentary on the old¬ 
est Islamic credo, that is, Abu Hanifa’s Al-Fiqh al-absat } 4 Although the report 
seems to be late, 15 we can nevertheless detect old ideas within it. The thesis 
of the Dahrite and the refutation of it, attributed to Abu Hanifa, contain the 
argument that contrary qualities like humidity, dryness, cold and heat can only 
be combined by a superior factor, viz., by God. This line of thought is - among 
others 16 - also found in the theologian al-Maturidl, who died in 332/944. In 
his Book on the unity of God, (Kitab at-Tawhid ), 17 he informs us that he draws 
his information on the Dahrites from their critic Ibn Shablb, a pupil of the 
Mu'tazilite an-Nazzam, who died between 220/835 and 230/845. 18 Apparently 


9 On the term, cf. D. Gimaret, “Dahri n (In the Islamic Period),” in Encyclopedia Iranica vi, 
Costa Mesa, California 1993, pp. 588b-59oa. 

10 Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Hayawan, 8 vols., ed. ‘Abdassalam Harun n, (2nd edition, Cairo, 1965), 
p. 109,5f. 

11 Cf. ibid, vn, (2nd edition, Cairo, 1968), i2,iiff. Compare, in addition, Daiber, “Rebellion,” 
P-25- 

12 For further details see Daiber, “Rebellion,” pp. 26f. 

13 Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Hayawan, i2,iiff. 

14 Ed. (with commentary) by H. Daiber, The Islamic Concept of Belief in the 4th/ioth Century. 
Abu l-Lait as-Samarqandl’s Commentary on Abu Hanifa (died 150/767), al-Fiqh al-absat, 
Tokyo, 1995 (= Studia culturae islamicae. 52), 11. 771-784. Compare for further details 
Daiber, “Rebellion,” pp. 28-30. 

15 Cf. Daiber, “Rebellion,” pp. 2gf. 

16 For further references ibid., p. 30, n. 27. 

17 Ed. Fathallah Kholeif, Beirut, 1970, p. i4iff. 

18 On his doctrine cf. J. van Ess, Theologle, in p. 367. 
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Ibn Shablb was also Maturidl’s source for his own counterarguments and his 
thesis of the prevailing divine cause. 

We know that Ibn Shablb, like al-Maturldi, follows an-Nazzam, whose criti¬ 
cal description of the Dahrite principles is preserved; 19 to combat the Dahrites 
and dualists, an-Nazzam had developed the doctrine that all things, even 
contrary things, are “mixed” by the intervention of God. 20 Here, God is not 
a completely transcendent being, totally alienated from creation, but can be 
reckoned in the reasonable order of creation itself. Moreover, God imposes a 
nature on all things created by Him; it is this nature which determines then- 
causality. Through nature - created by Him and latent in things - God acts 
indirectly. An-Nazzam adduced the example that “God provided the stone 
with such a nature that it rolls, if someone pushes it.” 21 

An-Nazzam’s thesis that contrary things are forcibly put together through 
the intervention of a superior divine cause is likewise not new. He himself 
might have been inspired by the Christian circles of his time, who themselves 
ultimately follow the doctrine of the pseudo-Aristotelian treatise De mundo, 
described in chapters five and six of this work. 22 Consequently, causality in 
an-Nazzam remains something determined by God; an-Nazzam resumes dis¬ 
cussions before him and continues those that were on-going during his time; 
for example, the Islamic theologian Dirar Ibn Amr, who lived between 109/728 
and 179/796, opposed the so-called “naturalists” (ashab at-tabaY) by deny¬ 
ing the independent “nature” ( tabVa ) of things and assuming a connection of 
things, of “parts” ( ajzdab’dd), by God. Even man’s action is determined by God: 
as such, man “acquires” ( iktasaba ) what God has created. 23 A contemporary of 
Dirar, the Shiite Hisham Ibn al-Hakam, introduced a new concept, namely the 
“cause” created by God; this “cause” ( sabab) “necessarily” “calls forth” the acts 
of man, provided that man wants them 24 and under the condition that he has 
the capacity. 25 This deterministic component appears a little later and in a dif¬ 
ferent manner in an-Nazzam’s theology. An-Nazzam replaces the term “cause” 


19 Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Hayawan, p. 40,5ft.; translation van Ess, Theologie, vi p. 66. 

20 Cf. ibid, hi pp. 366f. 

21 Al-Ash c ari, Maqalat, ed. Ritter p. 404,7f.; cf. Daiber, Mu’ammar, p. 403f. 

22 Cf. Davidson, Proofs, pp. i5of.; van Ess, Theologie, 111 p. 367; regarding terminology, ibid. 
Cf. now Daiber, On possible Echoes of De mundo in the Arabic-Islamic World: Christian, 
Islamic and Jewish Thinkers, in: Cosmic Order and Divine Power. Pseudo-Aristotle, On the 
Cosmos. Ed. by J.C. Thom. Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck 2014 (= SAPERE xxm), pp. 169-180. 

23 Cf. van Ess, Theologie, 111 pp. 38,4if. and 44ft 

24 Cf. al-Ash c ari, Maqalat, ed. Ritter p. 40, i2ff.; Wolfson, Philosophy of Kalam, pp. 672f.; van 
Ess, Theologie, 1 pp. 369b 

25 Cf. al-Ash c ari, Maqalat, ed. Ritter p. 42,12ft/English translation W. Montgomery Watt, Free 
Will and Predestination in Early Islam, London 1948, p. 116; cf. van Ess, Theologie, 1 pp. 37of. 
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with the terms “nature” ( khilqa, tabVa) and “coercion” (yab): According to him, 
God has created in things and imposed on them their “nature” or “coercion”; 
man has only the potentiality to give the impulse to a causality, which as such 
is determined by God and is therefore unavoidable. 26 

His contemporary Mu'ammar Ibn Abbad as-Sulami differed from this. 
According to him, nature is not something created by God, but a key-term for 
causality, which is inherent in things. God determines this causality only indi¬ 
rectly. Here, Mu'ammar offers a unique solution: according to him, the deter¬ 
minant cause, for its part, is determined indirectly by God, namely through an 
endless chain of causes of determinant factors {ma'am )? 1 

This solution, which reminds us of the Neoplatonic doctrine of emana¬ 
tions as intermediary causes, appears to be a promising step in the direction 
of the revolutionary thesis of John Philoponus in the 6th century. Based on the 
Christian axiom that God created the whole world, John Philoponus rejected 
the heathen thesis of the immanence of gods in the world as well as their 
immanence in the stars; he defended the doctrine of a transcendent God Who 
created the universe from nothing 28 and Who thereupon left the universe to 
its immanent laws. 29 

Here, in John Philoponus, we detect the first beginnings of a separation 
between natural sciences and theology. 30 This separation could not yet gain 
a foothold in Islam and was confined primarily to the deprivation of stars and 
matter of their divinity. God remains active in creation through nature; His 
activity exists indirectly and its final effect no longer has the identity of cause 
and effect in the Aristotelian sense. This being so, God remains a transcen¬ 
dent creator of substances; the nature created by God in these substances 
determines the causality of things coming into being, i.e., the causality of 
“accidents.” Nature has become a causal principle, which is related to the first, 
divine effective cause, Aristotle’s unmoved prime mover, solely via an endless 
chain of determinant factors, the ma'am. 


26 Cf. Daiber, Mu'ammar, pp. 403f.; van Ess, Theologie, m pp. 378f. 

27 Cf. Daiber, Mu’ammar, pp. 222 ft; id., “Mu'ammar” in Encyclopaedia of Islam vm (2nd ed. 
Leiden 1993); van Ess, Theologie, ill pp. 67ft 

28 On this and its afterlife among Islamic and Jewish thinkers, cf. Davidson, Proofs, pp. 86ff. 

29 Cf. W. Bohm, Johannes Philoponus, GrammatikosvonAlexandrien (6 .Jahrhundertn. Chr). 
Ausgewahlte Schriften ubersetzt, eingeleitet und kommentiert, Miinchen, Paderborn, Wien: 
Schoningh, 1967, pp. 300ft 

30 On this cf. Sambursky, The Physical World of Late Antiquity, London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1962, pp. 154ft 
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Mu'ammar’s doctrine reminds us of al-Ghazall’s assumption of a series of 
intermediate causes and their effects determined by God. This appears, as we 
have seen, to be a refutation of the ancient Greek thesis of the eternity of mat¬ 
ter and of astrologers, who supplanted the divine creator with the influence 
of stars. 

Now, we must give some explanations on the concept of intermediary 
causes mediating between the first cause, namely God, and the final effect: 
al-Ghazall adopted it in a very specific way, which - as I try to show - betrays 
his thorough knowledge of Neoplatonic theology and its concept of causality. 
In the generation before al-Ghazall, already the Andalusian scholar Ibn Hazm 
(d. 456/1064) had developed a doctrine inhis critique of al-Kindl’s metaphysics, 131 
which in some details anticipated al-Ghazall’s explanation of causality and its 
Neoplatonic background. Ibn Hazm criticized al-Kindl, a philosopher from 
the 9th century, who, in his metaphysics entitled al-Falsafa al-uld, is said to 
have been inconsequent with regard to God’s transcendence: God cannot be 
called ‘ilia (cause), as this is not compatible with the concept of God’s unity 
(tawhid). Ibn Hazm argues, in the footsteps of Proclus’ Institutio theologica 
or its Arabic adaptation, al-Khayr al-mahd - known in the Middle Ages as 
Liber de causis - that God acts through the mediation of causes, of “natures,” 
whose “name” (ism) and “state” (hal) depend upon the “decree” (taqdlr) of the 
“almighty and knowing” God (al-'Aziz al-Allm ). 32 God is not comparable with 
anything, neither with the cause nor with the effect. 33 Similar to an-Nazzam, 
Ibn Hazm asserts that God provided natures with some coercion, which neces¬ 
sitates the effect. 34 Because of God’s willing and acting, God’s will and action 
start to exist. 35 

Of course, Ibn Hazm could hardly have had any direct influence on al-Ghazall. 
More likely is the assumption that both follow common Neoplatonic sources, 
which we shall examine now as the immediate background of Ghazall’s 


31 His Risalat ar-Radd 'ala l-Kindi al-faylasuf was edited by Ihsan ‘Abbas in Ibn Hazm, ar- 
Radd 'ala Ibn an-Naghrila al-Yahudl wa-rasa’il-ukhra, Cairo, i960, pp. 187-235; cf. the 
analysis by Daiber, “Die Kritik des Ibn Hazm an Kindis Metaphysik,” in DerIslam 63,1986, 
pp. 284-302. Here we should be aware that al-Kindl’s concept of Neoplatonic causal¬ 
ity found some echo in Kindi’s text De radiis, which, though lost in its Arabic original, 
reminds us of Plotinus’ metaphor of the sun (see here above), cf. Pinella Travaglia, Magic, 
Causality and Intentionality: The doctrine of rays in al-Kindl, Turnhout: Edizioni del 
Galluzzo, 1999, esp. pp. 2off. 

32 Cf. Daiber, “Kritik,” pp. 294f. 

33 See ibid. p. 293, n. 109. 

34 Cf. ibid. pp. 293f. 

35 Cf. ibid. 2g6f. 
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doctrine of causality. Plotinus’ Enneads, at least the Arabic transmission, does 
not give a clear picture of causality; the Arabic Plotinus, as Ibn Sina under¬ 
stood it, considers creation to be something mediated by a series of intel¬ 
lects between the Necessary Being and the sublunar world. 36 Moreover, the 
Arabic Plotinus contains an echo of Enneads vi 8, “On the Free Will and the 
Will of the One,” 37 a chapter which intends to explain the compatibility of 
God’s free will - that is, the pure cause - and the necessity of His emanations, 
the caused things. J. M. Rist, in his monograph on Plotinus, 38 in a chapter on 
“Emanation and Necessity,” 39 gave the following explanation: “emanation is 
necessary because the One wills it to be so”; “the products of the One, as well 
as the One itself, are the products of will.” 40 In the footsteps of Plato’s com¬ 
parison of the Good with the sun and with the light of the intelligible world, 
Plotinus 41 explained the emanation from the One with the light of the sun 42 
or the heat of the fire; 43 he may 44 have been drawing from the background of 


36 Cf. Adamson, The Arabic Plotinus, pp. 137ft. Al-Farabi is a forerunner of Ibn Sina in his 
emphasis of the divine intellect as creative First Cause, based on Proclus and the Kaldm 
fi mahd al-khayr, cf. Damien Janos, “The Greek and Arabic Proclus and al-Farabfs Theory 
of Celestial Intellection and its Relation to Creation,” in Documenti e studi sulla tradizione 
filosofica medievale 21,2010, pp. 19-44. 

37 See Adamson, The Arabic Plotinus, pp. 145ft 

38 Cambridge, 1967. 

39 Rist, Plotinus, pp. 66-83. 

40 Ibid. p. 82. 

41 Enneads 5.1.6; cf. the echo in the Arabic “Dicta sapientis graeci” 1, translated by Geoffrey 
Lewis in Plotini opera, 11: Enneads iv-v, ed. Paul Henry et Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer, Paris- 
Bruxelles, 1959, p. 275. Regrettably, this Stoic-Neoplatonic tradition is not taken into con¬ 
sideration in the monograph by Klaus Hedwig, Sphaera lucis. Studien zur Intelligibilitdt 
des Seienden im Kontext der mittelalterlichen Lichtspekulation, Munster: Aschendorff, 
1980 (= Beitrage zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters, N.F. 18), 
PP- 93ff- 

42 In Enneads iv 6f. explained as energeia of the shining. Proclus took this up: cf. Lucas 
Siorvanes, Proclus: Neo-Platonic Philosophy and Science, New Haven, Connecticut: Yale 
University Press, 1997, p. 241ft 

43 Cf. Rist, Plotinus, p. 68. 

44 According to the opinion of A. C. Lloyd (The Anatomy of Neoplatonism, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1998, p. 99), Plotinian emanation does not have a Stoic source but “takes over 
Aristotle’s model of physical causation, transposing it, of course, to non-physical causa¬ 
tion.” This differs from Aristotle inasmuch as the effect has a lower degree than the cause 
(cf. Lloyd, Anatomy, p. 100 and, here, the following discussion). 
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the Stoic concept of the sun 45 as hegemonikon, as “the governing part,” which 
is the heat that permeates the dynamic process of interaction 46 which gener¬ 
ates the organism of the cosmos. The Stoic Cleanthes described it as tonos, as 
strength-producing “tension”; 47 the Stoic Chrysippus describes it as pneuma 48 
and it reappears under Stoic influence in Alexander of Aphrodisias’ treatises 
On Providence and On the Principles of the Universe, which both were trans¬ 
lated into Arabic. Both, also, with their assessment of the planets as medium 
between the divine Providence and the sublunar world, contributed to what 
has been called “astrologization of the Aristotelian cosmos.” 49 The Stoic imma¬ 
nence of the divine dynamic medium, the pneuma, is replaced in Neoplatonism 
by a concept of the divine One, who as divine intellect is both immanent and 
transcendent; through the subsequent causes, the divine One creates in a sec¬ 
ondary causality or activity. Under the condition that there is no hindrance, 50 
He creates the multiplicity of things on an ontologically inferior level. 51 
The difference of degree in unity led Proclus in his Institutio theologica to the 
more systematized conclusion that there is merely “similarity” ( homoiotes ) 


45 According to Sambursky, The Physical World of Late Antiquity, p. 112, Plotinus' discourse 
on light was “obviously” influenced by Alexander of Aphrodisias. Alexander ( De fato) is, 
moreover, our source for the Stoic view on causality; cause and effect presuppose the 
same circumstances - or, as Ghazali formulated, the same conditions. On the Stoic pos¬ 
tulate of causality, which “comes remarkably near to our present notion of causality,” cf. 
S. Sambursky, Physics of the Stoics, pp. 54k 

46 Cf., for example, the references in J. Hiibner, “Ursache/Wirkung” in Historisches 
Worterbuch der Philosophic n, Darmstadt, 2001 (col. 377-384), col. 379k 

47 The term appears, by the way, in Proclus’ Institutio theologica, proposition 23, in the verb 
anateinontai ; the participated substances “are linked by an upward tension to existences 
not participated.” 

48 Cf. Rist, Plotinus, p. 70 and on the Stoic doctrines, cf. David E. Halm, The Origins of Stoic 
Cosmology, Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1977, pp. i5off.; Max Pohlenz, 
Die Stoa, 4th ed., Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1970, pp. miff. On the inter¬ 
action between the parts of the cosmos, the sympatheia in Posidonius, cf. ib. 2171k, Karl 
Reinhardt, Kosmos und Sympathie, Munich: Beck, 1926 (p. 254, n. 1 mentions a parallel with 
Stoic sympatheia in Plotin, Enneads iv 1.4,32); Siorvanes, Proclus, pp. 64k 

49 See Gad Freudenthal, “The Medieval Astrologization of the Aristotelian Cosmos: From 
Alexander of Aphrodisias to Averroes,” in Melanges de TUncversite Saint-Joseph 59, 2006, 
pp. 29-68, esp. 37ff. Freudenthal refers to the Stoic background of Alexander and to echoes 
in Islamic philosophy; we can now add al-Ghazall to the list of examples of “astrologiza¬ 
tion of the cosmos,” here inspired by Neoplatonic sources. 

50 Cf. Lloyd, Anatomy, pp. 100k 

51 Cf. Philipp Rosemann, Omne agens agit sibi simile: A Repetition of Scholastic Metaphysics, 
Leuven University Press, 1996, pp. 67ff.; Lloyd, Anatomy, pp. i02ff. 
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between cause and effect, and that the effect is an image only of the cause. 52 
This concept of causal similarity, which replaces the Aristotelian 53 equal¬ 
ity of cause and effect in favor of an ontological hierarchy, reappears in Ibn 
Slna, who - in addition to the Aristotelian concept of material and formal 
causality 54 - distinguished three different modes of “existence” ( wujud) of 
cause and effect: viz., “priority” respectively “posteriority,” “self-sufficiency” 
respectively “need,” “necessity” respectively “possibility.” 55 Here, Ibn Slna 
appears to follow Proclus’ Institutio theologica, which explains, in proposition 5, 
the posteriority of the manifold to the One; likewise, proposition 7 asserts the 
superiority of the productive cause to the product; proposition g 56 explains 
self-sufficiency, which is “in some way akin to the One, the Good,” which, how¬ 
ever, Proclus considers to be inferior to the “unqualified Good”; proposition 
77ff. describes the dependence of potentiality and of its proceeding to actual¬ 
ity on the superior perfect and infinite potency. In addition, Proclus assumes 
different grades of reality (proposition i4ff., 25ff.) and accordingly a gradation 
of causes and their potency (proposition 56ff.) according to their remoteness 


52 On the details, cf. the differentiating description of Rosemann, Omne agens, pp. 92ff., esp. 
97ff.; Lloyd, Anatomy, pp. io7ff.; Siorvanes, Proclus, p. 86ff. 

53 Cf. Rosemann, Omne agens, pp. 33ff. 

54 Cf. Amos Bertolacci, “The Doctrine of Material and Formal Causality in the ‘Ilahiyyat’ 
of Avicenna's ‘Kitab al-Sifa’,' ” in Quaestio 2, 2002, pp. 125-154. On the echo of Ibn Sina 
in Mulla Sadra's concept of causality, cf. the remarks by Rudiger Amzen, “The Structure 
of Mulla Sadra’s al-Hikma al-muta'aliya fi l-asjar al-'Aqtiyya al-arba'a and his Concepts 
of First Philosophy and Divine Science,” in Medioevo 32, 2007 (pp. 199-239), pp. 22of.; 
and, above all, David B. Burrell, “Mulla Sadra on ‘Substantial Motion': A Clarification 
and a Comparison with Thomas Aquinas,” in Journal of Shi'a Islamic Studies 11/4, 2009 
(pp. 369-386), pp. 37gff. Burrell correctly mentions the background of Neoplatonic ema¬ 
nation from the first cause, which can explain similarity and difference between creator 
and creation. 

55 Cf. Rosemann, Omne agens, pp. i6iff., i7iff.; on “causal self-sufficiency vs. causal productiv¬ 
ity” in Ibn Sina, cf. Robert Wisnovsky, Avicenna’s Metaphysics in Context. Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 2003, pp. i8iff. On Ibn Slna's concept of the two modes of exis¬ 
tence, the possible and the necessary, in their application to the proof of God’s existence 
from contingence, cf. Michael Marmura, “Avicenna's Proof from Contingency for God’s 
Existence in the Metaphysics of the Shift 5',” in Medieval Studies 42,1980, pp. 337-352. 

56 Cf. also proposition 4off.; for a discussion of the “self-constituted” and the Arabic Liber de 
causis, see proposition 20 ed./transl. Richard Taylor, The Liber de causis (Kalam Fi Mahd 
Alkhair): A Study of Medieval Neoplatonism, PhD thesis Toronto 1981, p. 317 (transl.). On 
“self-sufficiency” in Proclus, cf. Siorvanes, Proclus, p. 82ff. Siorvanes discusses, in addi¬ 
tion, the hierarchy of cause and effect: see pp. 86ff. (causes are greater than effects) and 
pp. 92ff. (causes are prior to effects). 
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from the first, the primal Cause. 57 In addition, all things participate in the 
unparticipated Being, Life and Intelligence (proposition 101). 

A comparison with al-Ghazall immediately shows common features, which 
urge us to reflect on al-Ghazall’s causality with abackground of Neoplatonic con¬ 
cepts in mind. We start with al-Ghazall’s concept of God as it is described in his 
al-Maqsad al-asnafi sharh ma'am asma’ AUah al-husna: besides the Qur’anic- 
Ash'arite divine attributes, sometimes shaped by Ibn Sina’s Metaphysics, 58 we 
find the following description of God: God is “an existent necessarily existing 
in Himself” ( al-mawjud al-wajib al-wujiid bi-dhatihi ) 59 and has “no need for a 
cause or an agent” ( istighna ’ 'an-i-l-'illa wa-l-fd’il ); 60 He is the “cause of causes” 
(.musabbib al-asbab), which is “above the effect” (Jawqa l-musabbab ); 61 there is 
a “difference” (tafawut) between “cause and effect” ( al-'illa wa-l-ma'lul), “per¬ 
fect and imperfect” ( al-kamil wa-n-naqis ). 62 God’s decree and predestination 
(i qada ’ wa-qadar) and his will ( mashVa, muraduhu) are explained as His “rul¬ 
ing” ( taqdlr ), his “arranging the causes” (tartib al-asbab), His “setting up uni¬ 
versal causes” (wad' al-asbab al-kulllya) and His application of them to their 
effects, “the movement of the sun, moon, and stars flowing out to effect events 
on earth.” 63 The effects, “whatever enters into existence enters into it by neces¬ 
sity. For it is necessary that it exists: if it is not necessary in itself, it will be 
necessary by the eternal decree which is irresistible.” 64 Things depend on each 
other, while everything depends on the power ( qudra ) of God.” 65 God “is the 
creator of the action, the creator of the place to receive it and the creator of the 
conditions of its reception" (khaliq al-fi'lwa-khaliq al-mahall al-qabilwa-khaliq 


57 Cf. also the Arabic The Liber de causis ed./transl. Taylor, proposition 1 and 19. 

58 Cf. al-Ghazali, al-Iqtisad ft l-i'tiqad, ed. (Jubukgu/Atay, Ankara 1962, p. 79, loff.; Abdu-r- 
rahman Abu Zayd, al-Ghazali on Divine Predicates and their Properties, Lahore, 1970 (repr. 
1974), introduction pp. vii ff. 

59 Al-Ghazali, Al-Maqsad al-asna fi sharh asma’ Allah al-husna, Arabic text, ed. Fadlou A. 
Shehadi, Beirut, 1971, p. 47,12/also The Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of God ( Al-Maqsad 
al-asnafi sharh asma’Allah al-husna), trans. David B. Burrell and Nazih Daher, Cambridge: 
Islamic Texts Society, 1999, p. 35. 

60 Ed. Shehadi 50,7/translation by Burrell/Daher p. 38. 

61 Ed. Shehadi p. 116, nff /translation by Burrell/Daher p. 103. 

62 Ed. Shehadi 115, igff/translation by Burrell/Daher p. 102; cf. ed. Shehadi 158, i6ff./transla¬ 
tion by Burrell/Daher p. 146. 

63 Ed. Shehadi g8ff, esp. 101/translation by Burrell/Daher pp. 86ff, esp. p. 89; ed. Shehadi 
p. 101, nff./translation by Burrell/Daher p. 89. 

64 Ed. Shehadi p. 103, 4ft/translation by Burrell/Daher p. 90; cf also Ghazali, Maqasid 
al-falasifa 11 (Fi 1-ilahiyyat), Cairo, 1936, p. 64, loff 

65 Ed. Shehadi 124,14E/translation by Burrell/Daher p. 111. 
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shara’it qubulihi ). 66 In his Mishkat al-anwar, al-Ghazall concentrates on the 
Qur’anic equation of God with the light in sura 24:35 and correlates it with the 
Plotinian equation of the divine cause with the light of the sun; he assumes 
a hierarchy of lights between the heavenly lights and earthly lights and the 
existence of angels as mediators between the “Lordly Presence” (hadrat 
ar-rubiiblya ) and the light on earth. 67 

The given examples sufficiently prove the Neoplatonic background of 
al-Ghazali’s doctrine of attributes with regard to his description of God as 
cause and with regard to his concept of causality as a descending chain of 
causes. The gradation of causes within a cosmology inspired by Neoplatonism 
and the sufism of Abu Talib al-Makki 68 led al-Ghazall to the assumption, that 


66 Ed. Shehadi 125, gf./translation by Burrell/Daher p. 111. The term “condition” in the context 
of causality (cf. also Griffel, al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology, pp. 222ft, 231ft) might be 
inspired by Ibn Sina: cf. his Danish Nama-i 'ala% translated by Parviz Morewedge, The 
Metaphysics of Avicenna {Ibn Sind): A critical translation-commentary and analysis of the 
fundamental arguments in Avicenna’s Metaphysica in the Danish Nama-i ‘ala’i (The Book 
of Scientific Knowledge), London, 1973, pp. 43ft, 83ft and 90ft In the generation after 
al-Ghazall we find, in Mu'tazilite circles, some reflections on causation under the condi¬ 
tion that no hindrance prevents this. The context is an occasionalistic view of God and 
not natural philosophy; cf. Jan Thiele, Kausalitdt in der mu’tazilitischen Kosmologie. Das 
Kitab al-Mu’attirat wa-miftah al-muskilat des Zayditen al-Hasan ar-Rassas (st 584/1188). 
Leiden: Brill, 2011. = Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Science 84), index p. 151, sart. 

67 See Al-Ghazall, The Niche of Lights: A parallel English-Arabic text translated introduced 
and annotated by David Buchman, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1998, 
pp. 10 and i3f. On the Neoplatonic background of al-Ghazali’s symbolism of light, cf. 
Have Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in al-Ghazzali, Magnes Press of the Hebrew University, 1975, 
pp. 264ff. The Neoplatonic background is not taken into account in Griffel, Al-GhazalTs 
Philosophical Theology, pp. 245ff.; against Griffel (pp. 26off.) it seems to me quite possi¬ 
ble that al-Ghazall - even though or because he was a critic of the Isma'ilis - employed 
some IsmaTli adaptations of Neoplatonic cosmology in his Mishkat-, cf. Hermann Landolt, 
“Ghazali and ‘Religionswissenschaft,’ ” in Asiatische Studien 45/1, Bern (etc.) 1991, pp. 19-72 
and the publications mentioned by Griffel. 

68 On the Sufism of al-Ghazall, cf. Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies, pp. 503ff.; Kojiro Nakamura, “Imam 
Ghazali’s cosmology reconsidered with special reference to the concept of jabarut" in 
Studia islamica 80,1994, pp. 29-46; id., “Al-Ghazali, Abu Hamid,” in Routledge Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy iv, London: Routledge, 1998 (pp. 61-68), 66. The Neoplatonism of Ghazall’s 
cosmology is doubted by Griffel ( al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, pp. 283); cf. how¬ 
ever al-Ghazali’s ar-Risala al-laduniya, translated by Che Zarrina Sa’ari in her monograph 
on Al-Ghazali and Intuition: An Analysis, Translation and Text of al-Risala al-Laduniyya, 
Kuala Lumpur, 2007, introduction, ch. 3 (cosmology). The Neoplatonic background of 
al-Ghazali’s cosmology is confirmed by his Madnun corpus, on which see M. Afifi al-Akiti, 
“The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly of Falsafa: Al-Ghazali’s Madnun, Tahafut, and Maqasid, 
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God not only creates the subsequent causes through the intermediary causes 
(including angels) and using the metaphor of the light of the sun, but also cre¬ 
ates the conditions. 69 God “puts all the existing causes at the service of man’s 
power” ( hayya’a lahu jamV asbab al-wujud U-maqdurihi ). 70 

Now we shall enter into the details of al-Ghazall’s concept of causality and 
extract those key-terms whose previous history and presence in al-Ghazall’s 
theology throws new light on al-Ghazall’s thought. The starting-point for 
al-Ghazall is his concept of God as the determining factor against the 
Aristotelian-Avicennian thesis of the eternity and perpetuity of the world; God 
created the world from nothing. 71 In the 16th question of his Tahajutal-falasifa , 72 
al-Ghazall criticizes the Neoplatonic-Avicennian reduction of the movements 
of the heavens and of the effects of nature to “separate intelligences” through 
the mediation of celestial causes inasmuch as this doctrine ascribes a deter¬ 
mining power to things and not to God. Al-Ghazall criticizes here the conclu¬ 
sion that every effect is ultimately, via a series of intermediary causes, caused 
by the “eternal heavenly movement.” 73 According to al-Ghazall, then, God is 


with Particular Attention to their Falsafi Treatments of God’s Knowledge of Temporal 
Events,” in Avicenna and His Legacy: A Golden Age of Science and Philosophy, ed. by 
Y. Tzvi Langermann, Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2009, pp. 51-100, the table of contents 
on pp. 96ff., esp. pp. 97 and g8£; I refer here to the facsimile edition of the text (with 
the title al-Masa’il al-madnun biha 'an ghayr ahliha) by Pourjavady, Majmu'ah-ye Falsafi-e 
Maraghah, the chapter on celestial bodies p. 72,i7ff.; medieval Hebrew translation ed./ 
transl. by H. Malter, Die Abhandlung des Abu Hamid al-Gazzali, Francfort-on-the-Main: 
J. Kauffmann, 1896, pp. 2off. On the Hebrew text cf. Y. Tzvi Langermann, “The 'Hebrew 
Ajwiba’ Ascribed to al-Ghazali: Corpus, Conspectus and Context,” in The Muslim World 
101/4,2011, pp. 680-697. 

69 Cf. also al-Madnun, facsimile edition by Pourjavady, p. 73,73,2ff./medieval Hebrew trans¬ 
lation, German version by Malter pp. 2if. 

70 Ed. Shehadi p. 145,11/translation Burrell/Daher p. 132. On the Ash'arite doctrine of God’s 
determining power and man’s free will to meet his duties cf. Gimaret, La doctrine d’al- 
Ashari, Paris: Cerf, 1990, pp. 44iff. 

71 See al-Ghazalfs The Incoherence of the Philosophers: Tahajutal-falasifa, a Parallel Eng lish- 
Arabic Text, ed./transl. E. Marmura, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 
pp. i2ff. esp. 3iff.; cf. the analysis of Marmura, The Conflict over the World’s Pre-eternity in 
the Tahafuts of Al-Ghazali andlbn Rushd, thesis, University of Michigan 1959, pp. 3gff. 

72 Ed./transl. Marmura pp. i56ff. 

73 Cf. ibid. pp. i57ff.; Griffel, GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, pp. i47ff. Al-Ghazali refers to 
Ibn Sina’s doctrine as described, for example, in his Kitab an-Nadjat, ed. Majid Fakhry, 
Beirut, 1985, pp. i75ff. On Ibn Sina’s Neoplatonic doctrine of emanation, cf. Louis Gardet, 
La pensee religieuse d’Avicenne, Paris, 1951, pp. 45ff.; Osman Chahine, Ontologie ettheologie 
chez Avicenne, Paris, 1962, pp. i2iff.; Mohammed Noor Nabi, “Theory of Emanation in the 
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denied as the determining factor and is replaced by the causality of nature, the 
laws of generation and corruption, which laws are ultimately determined by 
the movement of the heavenly bodies and the volition of the “celestial souls”; 74 
there would be no place, therefore, for divine miracles. 75 

Here, the notion of necessity implied in this kind of causality 76 is criticized 
by al-Ghazall as something based purely on the observation that the effect 
“occurs with the cause, but not (necessarily) by it” (‘ inda.hu la bihi ). 77 Although 
acting factors of nature (e.g., fire) might possess specific qualities which lead to 
identical effects, it might happen, for example, that through the intervention 
of God’s Will, of a free and omnipotent Agent, 78 or of one of His angels that fire 
does not lead to combustion. 79 Causes are mere conditions of the conditioned 
and do not necessarily imply any effect relatable to it. As in Ash'arite theology, 80 
God is the sole agent. He possesses unlimited activity. 


Philosophical System of Plotinus and Ibn Sina,” in Islamic Culture 56,1982, pp. 233-238; 
Jules Janssens, Avicenna: tussen neoplatonisme en Islam (thesis, Catholic University of 
Leuven, 1984) 1 pp. 75ff.; id., “Creation and Emanation in Ibn Sina,” in Documenti e studi 
sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 8,1997, pp. 455-477 (reprint in id., Ibn Sind and his 
Influence on the Arabic and Latin World, Aldershot, Hampshire, 2006; the monograph 
by Olga Lizzini, Fluxus ( fayd ): Indagine sui fondamenti della metafisica e della fisica di 
Avicenna, Bari, 2011 (some remarks on the terminology of “emanation” in al-Ghazali: 
pp. 553f.). A recently published article by Damien Janos (“Moving the Orbs: Astronomy, 
Physics, and Metaphysics, and the Problem of Celestial Motion According to Ibn Sina” 
in Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 21, 2011, pp. 165-214) casts doubt on the influence of 
al-Farabi's Neoplatonic theory of ten separate intellects, though unconvincingly; Janos 
acknowledges, though, the adoption of the common source of both philosophers, namely 
Alexander of Aphrodisias' Principles of the Cosmos, the Mabadi‘ al-kull (s. Janos p. 179, 
n. 42). Moreover, the Neoplatonic tradition of Ibn Sina is mirrored in the terminology of 
“emanation” (see Janos pp. 207®); because “emanation” is a dynamic process according to 
our explanation in Neoplatonism, it deserves more attention. It should also be considered 
in connection with Ibn Sina’s celestial kinematics. 

74 Cf. Fakhry, Islamic Occasionalism, pp. s8ff. 

75 Cf. al-Ghazali, Tahafut, ed./transl. Marmura pp. i68f. 

76 Cf. also Blake D. Dutton, “Al-Ghazali on Possibility and the Critique of Causality,” in 
Medieval Philosophy and Theology 10,2001, pp. 23-46. 

77 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, ed./transl. Marmura p. 171; cf. Fakhry, Islamic Occasionalism, pp. 61; 
63f.; Wolfson, Philosophy of Kalam, pp. 543ff.; M. Marmura, “Ghazali and Demonstrative 
Science,” in foumal of the History of Philosophy 3,1965, pp. 183-204. 

78 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, ed./transl. Marmura p. 77, i5ff.; cf. Fakhry, Islamic Occasionalism 
p. 66. On the Ash'arite equation of God’s will and acting, see Gimaret, La doctrine, ch. iv ff. 

79 Cf. Al-Ghazali, Tahafut, 17th discussion, ed./transl. Marmura pp. i7off.; cf. Fakhry, Islamic 
Occasionalism, p. 69. 

80 Cf. Griffel, al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, pp. i26ff. 
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Al-Ghazall’s assumption of God as sole agent and real cause does not 
exclude a critique of necessitarianism, that is, of the necessary causal con¬ 
nection between cause and effect; as has already been shown by Michael 
Marmura, 81 al-Ghazall’s critique has a background in the writing of the 
Ash'arite al-Baqillani, who died in 403/1013. Baqillanl’s theology found some 
echo already in Ibn Sina who, however, did not abandon his concept of 
necessitarianism. 

Al-Ghazall has modified the Ash'arite concept of God’s all-determining will, 
which according to the Ash'arites is God’s act 82 that does not proceed from 
God’s essence. In contrast to the Ash'arites - who denied natural causes and 
kept to the doctrine that God is the only real cause 83 - and in contrast to Ibn 
Sina, al-Ghazall combined the necessity of God’s causing the effects 84 with 
the non-necessity (contingency) of natural causality: he introduced his own 
doctrine of causality. Assuming intermediary causes between the divine First 
Cause, its “primary planning” ( at-tadblr al-awwal) and “ruling” ( al-hukm ), and 
their ultimate final effects, al-Ghazall ascribes to God’s decree ( qada ’) and 
predestination ( qadar ) 85 the arrangement and application of causes to their 
“numbered and defined effects” ( musabbabatuha al-ma'duda al-mahduda) 
“according to a determined measure which neither increases nor decreases” 
(layazlduwa-ld-yanqusu). The causes ( asbab) are described as “universal, pri¬ 
mary, fixed and stable... [they] remain and do not change, like the earth, the 
seven heavens, the stars and celestial bodies, with their harmonious and con¬ 
stant movements, which neither change nor end.” 86 


81 Cf. Michael E. Marmura, “The Metaphysics of Efficient Causality in Avicenna (Ibn 
Sina),” in Islamic Theology and Philosophy: Studies in Honor of George F. Hourani, ed. by 
M. E. Marmura, New York, 1984 (pp. 172-187), pp. 183® 

82 Cf. al-AslTari, Kitab al-Luma', ed. Richard J. McCarthy: The Theology of Al-Ash'arl, Beyrouth, 
1953, pp. 24ft (§§ 49ft)/ translation pp. 33ft.; cf. above n. 76. 

83 Cf. Richard M. Frank, “The Structure of Created Causality according to Al-As'ari. An 
Analysis of the Kitab al-Luma'!’ § 82-164, in Studia Islamica 25,1966, pp. 13-75. 

84 Cf. Richard M. Frank, Creation and the Cosmic System: Al-Ghazali&Avicenna, Heidelberg, 
1992, pp. 63ft 

85 Cf. Frank, Creation, pp. 47ft: “God’s ‘Determination’ of what must be.” 

86 Cf. al-Maqsad al-asna, ed. Shehadi, p. 98, 7ft esp. 1. loff./English translation by Burrell/ 
Daher p. 86. The text is quoted in al-Ghazalt’s Kitab al-Arba'in fi usul ad-din, Cairo: n.d., 
p. 13, 6ff. On the interpretation of the text, cf. Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazalfs Theory of 
Causality,” Studia Islamica 67 (1988), 75-98, pp. 80-84; Griffel, al-Ghazali’s Philosophical 
Theology, pp. 242ff. On God’s creation of the secondary causes in al-Ghazalt, cf. Richard M. 
Frank, Al-Ghazall and the Ash'arite School, Duke University Press, 1994, pp. 36ff. On celes¬ 
tial causes in al-Ghazall, cf. Frank, Creation, pp. 38ff. 
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This description of the causes clearly shows traces of the Aristotelian 87 and 
Avicennian 88 doctrine of eternal moving celestial spheres and their unmoved 
Prime Mover. Al-Ghazall illustrates it with a water clock, in which a hollow 
vessel swims on water in a hollow cylinder with a small hole in its bottom. If 
the water flows out of this hole little by little, the hollow vessel swimming on 
it sinks and draws through the string connected with it a ball in such a manner 
that the ball falls after every hour into a bowl and rings. 89 

The analogy of the water-clock exemplifies the interaction of divine and 
natural causality leading to one and the same effect. This co-operation, which 
reminds us of a similar explanation of causality in Thomas Aquinas, 90 presup¬ 
poses a chain of causes between the divine First Cause and the effect of causes 
which derive from God’s action, from His will and from the nature of the inter¬ 
mediary causes. 

In connection with this theory of intermediary causes between God and 
final effect al-Ghazall explicitly warns against the assumption that a thing does 
not come into being through God’s power. 91 Here, he gives the explanation that 


87 Cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics xi 11 8. 

88 Cf. Ibn Slna, Kitab an-Nadjat, ed. Fakhry, p. 300,15ft 

89 Al-Maqsad al-asnd, ed. Shehadi p. 99/translation by Burrell/Daher pp. 86f. Kitab al-Arbaln 
(s. prec. n.) pp. 14b; cf. Griffel, Al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, pp. 236ff. This type of 
water-clock is described in Eilhard Wiedemann, Aujsdtze zur arabischen Wissenschafts- 
geschichte, ed. Wolfdietrich Fischer 1, Hildesheim-New York, 1970, p. 366; cf. ibid., Gesam- 
melte Schriften zur arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaftsgeschichte, Gesammelt, bearbeitet 
und mit Indices versehen v. Dorothea Girke u. Dieter Bischoff, in (Frankfnrt/M. 1984. = 
Verbffentlichungen des Institutes fur Geschichte der Arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften. 
Ed. by F. Sezgin. B, 1/3), pp. i234f. 

90 Summa contra gentiles ch. 70,3rd book; cf. Fakhry, Islamic Occasionalism, pp. 148ft 

91 Al-Ghazall, Ihyff ‘ulum ad-din, ed. Abdallah al-Khalidl, iv p. 334,iff./German translation 
by Wehr, Al-GazzalTs Buch vom Gottvertrauen, p. 31; cf. Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali's Theory,” 
pp. 8gt On the concept of causality in the Ihya’, cf. Griffel, al-Ghazalts Philosophical 
Theology, pp. 215ft For this reason al-Ghazall cannot be interpreted as maintaining that 
beings other than God have real causal efficacy; this thesis is elaborated by Frank, Creation. 
With good reason it is criticized by M. Marmura, “Ghazalian Causes and Intermediaries,” 
in Journal of the American Oriental Society n5,1995, pp. 89-100. Here, in the accentuation 
of God as being the real cause acting through intermediaries, al-Ghazall appears to be an 
Ash'arite and not a philosopher following Ibn Slna. This observation does not, of course, 
exclude the amalgamation of Avicennian rudiments, e.g. the Aristotelian-Avicennian 
notion of God as prime mover. On the problem of classifying al-Ghazall as an Ash'arite, 
cf. Kojiro Nakamura, “Was Ghazall an Ash'arite?” in Memoirs of the Research Department 
of the Toyo Bunko 51, Tokyo 1993, pp. 1-24; Griffel, al-GhazdlTs Philosophical Theology, 
pp. 284fi 



GOD VERSUS CAUSALITY 


17 


each one of the intermediary causes derives from the other “in the same way 
as a conditioned thing ( mashrut) derives from another condition.” 92 At the 
same time God’s power remains present in the things. This is exemplified by 
al-Ghazall with the example of an impure person submerged up to his neck 
in water: his impurity will only be removed under the condition that he also 
washes his face. God’s eternal power surrounds the determined things in the 
same way as water surrounds the impure man’s body. 93 God’s power is actual¬ 
ized under the condition that the man also washes his face; yet, the real cause 
remains God’s eternal power which is actualized under certain conditions. The 
series of causes or conditions constitute a rule or law, called sunna or ’ada . 94 
This rule or law - the connection of effects with conditioning causes - can be 
violated, in the case of miracles, through God’s power, 95 which reveal God’s 
wisdom. 96 

The same rule or law of the connection of divine and secondary causality 
is also valid for the action of man and his free will; al-Ghazall modifies the 


92 Al-Ghazall, Ihya’, ed. ‘Abdallah al-Khalidi iv p. 334,9/translation Wehr, Al-Gazzdlts 
Buck vom Gottvertrauen, p. 31. The translation by Wehr and Abrahamov, found on p. 90 
of Al-Ghazali’s Theory (“some of the determined things... derive from others”) is mis¬ 
leading; this has seduced Abrahamov into assuming that “al-Ghazall contradicts himself. 
Above he says that some determined things derive from others, whereas here he says that 
all that happens in the world come about through a necessary derivation” (emphasis in 
original). The Arabic word bad does not mean “some,” here, but rather “one,” “the other.” 
Consequently, the following discussion by Abrahamov (pp. gof.) is superfluous. 

93 Al-Ghazall, Ihya’, ed. ‘Abdallah al-Khalidi iv p. 334,23ff./German translation by Wehr, 
Al-GazzalTs Buck vom Gottvertrauen, pp. 32f. cf. Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali's Theory,” pp. gif. 

94 This is clarified by Wolfson, Philosophy ofKalam, pp. 544f.; on Ibn Rushd's critique, ibid, 
pp. 55iff. Contrary to Abrahamov’s claim (“Al-Ghazali’s Theory” p. 95), there is no dif¬ 
ference between sunna (as used in al-Ghazali’s Ihya’) and 'ada (as used in his Tahafut). 
This is confirmed by al-Ghazali's statement that miracles occur through God's power (fi 
maqdurat Allah)-, see al-Ghazall, Tahafut ed./transl. Marmura p. 176, iff. If “in the habitual 
course of nature” ( bi-hukm al-'ada) e.g. the change of earth and other elements into a 
plant does not occur as usual over a long space of time, but “in a time shorter than has 
been known” ( Tahafut ed./transl. Marmura p. 176,4ft). On Ghazali's concept of miracles, 
cf. Barry S. Kogan, “The Philosophers Al-Ghazalt and Averroes on Necessary Connection 
and the Problem of the Miraculous,” in Islamic Philosophy and Mysticism, ed. by Parviz 
Morewedge, New York: Caravan Books, 1981, pp. 113-132; Edward H. Madden, “Averroes and 
the Case of the Fiery Furnace,” ibid., pp. 133-150; Jalal al-Haqq, “Al-Ghazall on Causality, 
Induction, and Miracles,” in Al-Tawhid 111/3, Tehran, 1986, 55-62; Frank, Al-Ghazdli, 

95 See the preceding note. 

96 Cf. Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali's Theory” pp. 80 and 95. 
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Ash'arite doctrine and develops a differentiating view, 97 in which three kinds 
of human actions are distinguished: 98 (1) action according to nature (ji'l tabVt), 
e.g. when someone stands on water, he breaks through it; (2) action based on 
his instinct, his “volition” (Ji'l irddi), e.g. when one breathes; (3) action based 
on choice (ji'l ikhtiydrt), e.g. writing. The kinds of action mentioned remain 
exposed to necessity, compulsion, i.e. the rule or law imposed by God. Like 
every effect, the previously mentioned types of action are also the result of 
conditioning causes; breaking through water is conditioned by man’s weight; 
the motion of the throat for breathing is conditioned by man’s instinct; voli¬ 
tional action and man’s choice or motivation are conditioned by his judgment 
and knowledge; and, finally, man’s motivation, his motives, which with good 
reason have been compared with Nazzam’s “inspirative force” ( khatir )," are 
the condition of man’s power ( qudra) to act. All mentioned components of 
action are ultimately conditioned by the existence of man as a living being, by 
his life. 

Al-Ghazall’s doctrine of man’s will and action follows the same scheme of 
conditioning causes and conditioned effects. Even man’s choice is compulsory 
and ultimately determined by God, insofar as it is conditioned by his life, his 
knowledge of the necessity of causal connections as repeated connection of 
two events 100 and his creation by God. 101 

My short description so far has revealed the following elements as corner¬ 
stones of al-Ghazall’s doctrine of causality: 

1) God as the all-determining cause; 

2) Nature implanted by God in the substances, God’s creatures. This is the 
rule of things or the law according to which a chain of causes leads to 
effects, which appear to be conditioned by a series of causes conditioning 
each other; 


97 For more details, cf. Frank, al-Ghazali, pp. 42ft.; Griffel, al-GhazalVs Philosophical Theology, 
pp. 217ft. 

98 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’, ed. ‘Abdallah al-Khalidi iv p. 332,5ff./German translation by Wehr, 
Al-Gazzali's Buch vom Gottvertrauen, pp. 27f.; cf. Abrahamov, Al-Ghazalf s Theory, pp. 86f. 

99 Wolfson, Philosophy of Kalam, pp. 624-644 (“The Hatirani in the Kalam and Ghazali as 
Inner Motive Powers of Human Actions”), esp. pp. 639ft 

100 Cf. Griffel, al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, pp. 162ft, 175ft and 211ft 

101 Cf. Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazall’s Theory” pp. 88-90; Therese-Anne Druart, “Al-Ghazali’s con¬ 
cept of the Agent in the Tahdfut and in the Iqtisad: Are people really agents?,” in Arabic 
Theology, Arabic Philosophy. From the Many to the One: Essays in Celebration of Richard M. 
Frank, ed. by James E. Montgomery, Peeters: Leuven 2006 (= Orientalia Lovaniensia 
Analecta 152), pp. 425-440. 
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3) Man’s choice and action as a result of conditioning power and 
cognition; 

4) The establishment of primary and unchangeable causes, namely the 
earth, the seven heavens, the stars, the celestial sphere and their propor¬ 
tional perpetual motions, all of which are created by God’s decree ( qada ’) 
and, which, through their proportioned and measured motions, were 
directed by God to their final effects. 102 

This explanation forms the basis of al-Ghazali’s doctrine of causality: al-Ghazali 
uses the terms tabVl, sunna or 'ada 103 to describe causality and specifies this by 
introducing a series of conditioning causes between God and the final effect: a 
cause becomes a condition for the caused; the conditioned, the effect. This doc¬ 
trine continues preceding discussions by Hisham Ibn al-Hakam, an-Nazzam 
and Mu'ammar in the spirit of Neoplatonic emanationism. According to 
al-Ghazali, God’s ruling power remains present in the hierarchy of intermedi¬ 
ate causes between God and the final effect. As such, God determines whether 
a cause becomes a condition for the effect or not, and God determines whether 
the chain of causes can be shortened, thus leading to a miracle. 104 Even man’s 
choice and action are subjected to God’s power, which determines their condi¬ 
tions, namely man’s cognition and capacity. 

Al-Ghazali’s statement about the cognition of man as a condition of his 
choice preceding his action assumes that man’s action causes something, 
provided the conditions do not prevent it. Moreover, his statement assumes 
that man can recognize causalities (effects following their causes) if the con¬ 
ditions are fulfilled and if there is no hindrance. This reminds us of modern 
discussions in the 20th century: a monograph on causality published by the 
German philosopher Johannes Erich Heyde in 1957 declares that causality 
means “the being condition for change”; 105 it is not dependent on “regularity” 
or “necessity.” 106 Moreover, he explains, man perceives and reflects causality 
as he perceives himself; his will and action are “causes” of changes which he 
desires. 107 Against the “positivists” this reflection on causality, on the relation 


102 Cf. n. 86. 

103 Cf. above, n. 94 and 98. 

104 Cf. above n. 75 and 95. 

105 Heyde, Entwertung der KausaLitdt? p. 132: “bei ‘Kausalitat’ handelt es sich...um das 
‘Bedingung seinfur Veranderung’ selbst” 

106 Heyde, Entwertung der KausaLitdt? pp. i33ff. 

107 Heyde, Entwertung der KausaLitdt? p. 145. 
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between cause and effect, forms the basis for a true understanding of “reality” 
(“ Wirklichkeif) . 108 

Al-Ghazall has contributed to this reflection on causality not only in clas¬ 
sical Islam 109 but also in European philosophy. 110 He continues to contribute 
to this reflection in our own age. Our short description of the background of 
al-Ghazalfs doctrine of causality reveals the correlation of Islam and rational¬ 
ism. It confirms that religion, as a catalyst of science, shaped the history of 
science within Islam in a very specific manner. 

The relationship between Islam and science is a controversial topic, as we 
know. On March 29,1884, at the Sorbonne in Paris, Ernest Renan delivered his 
famous paper on Islam’s natural hostility to science. In a riposte to this paper, 
Jamaladdln al-Afghanl described Islamic religion as a moral force and as an 
inspirer of human fantasy, which enabled Muslims to contribute to science. * * 111 

As we have seen, however, Islam was not simply a moral force or a mere 
inspirer of human imagination. The contrast between the “atheistic” view of 
matter as the only causality and al-Ghazalfs doctrine of divine causality dem¬ 
onstrates the real starting-point of al-Ghazalfs doctrine: he formulated it in 
the context of contemporary Ash'arite theology, maintaining, at the same time, 
a critical attitude towards Ibn Slna’s mainly Aristotelian philosophy. Finally, 
al-Ghazalfs doctrine must be understood as a development, within the frame¬ 
work of a theocratic religion, which was the result of discussions in agnostic 
and Mu'tazilite circles preceding al-Ghazall. Moreover, it can be described as a 
reaction to Neoplatonic ideas circulating since the philosopher al-Kindl in the 
9th century. Al-Ghazalfs concept of a dynamic causality - whose first cause is 
only similar to and not identical with the final effect because of its descending 
chain of intermediary causes - gives an original answer to the problem of the 
necessity of created beings, as discussed since Ash'ari: according to Ibn Slna 112 
they are necessarily existing with respect to their cause; according to al-Ghazall, 


108 Heyde, Entwertung der Kausalitdt? p. 146. 

109 Al-Ghazall was criticized by Ibn Rushd in his Tahafut at-Tahafut, a Latin translation 
of which was available since the 14th century: see Daiber, Islamic Thought in the Dialogue 
of Cultures, p. 134; cf. p. 179. 

110 Cf. above n. 5 and 6. 

111 See H. Daiber, Islamic Thought in the Dialogue of Cultures, ch. 1; id., “Science and 
Technology versus Islam: A Controversy from Renan and Afghani to Nasr and Needham 
and its Historical Background,” in Annals of Japan Association for Middle East Studies 8, 

1993, pp. 169-187 (also in Journal for the History of Arabic Science 10/1-2, Aleppo, 1992- 

1994, pp. 119-153)- 

112 Cf. Griffel, Al-Ghazalts Philosophical Theology, pp. 141ft 



GOD VERSUS CAUSALITY 


divine determinism appears to be restricted to the “best of all possible worlds.” 113 
The intermediary causes preserve God’s transcendence from any involvement 
in the visible world, the final effect or their conditions. Nevertheless, God 
appears to be an all-permeating power, a causal energy or cLynamis which is 
not identical with its effect. 114 This has been misunderstood among scholars 
as a criticism of causality by Ghazall. In fact, al-Ghazall’s concept of a hier¬ 
archical chain of causes ending in the first, the divine, transcendent cause 
can already be found in Ibn Sina and before him in al-Kindl, 115 in al-Farabi 116 
and to some extent in the early Mu'tazilite Mu'ammar Ibn Abbad as-Sulaml. 117 
Such a doctrine is a naturally consequent conclusion from Neoplatonic ema- 
nationism and its doctrine of cause and effect. In contrast to Ibn Sina and after 
him Mulla Sadra - who both emphasized that God, in His transcendence, can 
only be known in an “ambiguous manner” ( bi-t-tashklk) 118 - al-Ghazall kept to 
the Ash'arite theology of divine attributes, modified by Neoplatonic concepts, 
and added a concept of causality. This concept is dual causality, a combina¬ 
tion of divine dynamism and causal conditions, divine cause and secondary 
causality. 119 As in Neoplatonism, every effect results from a concurrence 
(syndrome) of several contributing causes, which in Neoplatonism act on a 


113 Cf. E. M. Ormsby, Theodicy in Islamic Thought. The Dispute over al-GhazalTs “Best of all 
Possible Worlds,’’ Princeton University Press, 1984; cf. Griffel, al-GhazalTs Philosophical 
Theology, pp. 225ft 

114 After completing the article I found that Eduard von Hartmann came to a similar con¬ 
clusion in his Geschichte der Metaphysik from the year 1899 (vol. 1, Leipzig; reprinted 
Darmstadt 1969), p. 222: “Eine Notwendigkeit der Verkniipfung zwischen Ursache und 
Wirkung, zwischen einem Dinge und einem anderen soli schlechthin ausgeschlossen 
sein... Diese ganze Auffassung der Kausalitat weist auf die Plotinische eines organischen 
Zusammenhanges lebendiger Krafte zuriick im Gegensatz zu dem unlebendigen 
Mechanismus einer rein passiven Gesetzmassigkeit” 

115 See above n. 3iff. 

116 Cf. Griffel, al-Ghazall’s Philosophical Theology, pp. 136ft 

117 See above n. 27ft 

118 Cf. H. Daiber, “The Limitations of Knowledge According to Ibn Sina. Epistemological and 
theological aspects and the consequences,” in Erkenntnis und Wissenschaft. Probleme der 
Epistemologie in der Philosophie des Mittelalters. Ed. M. Lutz-Bachmann, A. Fidora and 
P. Antolic. Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 2004, pp. 25-34. 

119 Regarding echoes of this double-agency in creation, the reader is referred to the stimulat¬ 
ing collection of articles in Creation and the God of Abraham, ed. by David B. Burrell, et at, 
Cambridge University Press, 2010, esp. the contributions by David B. Burrell (pp. 40-52), 
Rahim Acar (pp. 77-90: “Creation: Avicenna’s metaphysical account”), Ibrahim Kalin 
(pp. 107-132: “Will, necessity and creation as monistic theophany in the Islamic philosophi¬ 
cal tradition”; also in Ishraq. Islamic philosophy yearbook 1, Moscow 2010, pp. 345-367), 
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suitable entity at the appropriate time and the allotted place. 120 For this rea¬ 
son, al-Ghazall could combine contingent causality and occasionalism. 121 He 
was not a skeptic. 122 His concept of causality reveals several aspects alluded to 
in medieval and modern theories. I mention the modem debates about the cri¬ 
teria of causal relatedness, about necessary and sufficient conditions of causal¬ 
ity, about probability and regularity, and about causality as transfer of energy. 123 

This actuality of Ghazali’s reflections on causality cannot hide the fact that 
Ghazall developed his concept of causality from a religious background and in 
the context of Ash'arite theology; God is the First Cause. God’s creation, how¬ 
ever, can produce causalities on its own, and has conditioned effects. This is, 
because God remains transcendent and at the same time He is present every¬ 
where, comparably to the ubiquity of the sun’s rays and their all-pervading 
energy. 


Simon Oliver (pp. 133-151) and James R. Pambrun (pp. 192-220: “Creatio ex nihilo and dual 
causality"). 

120 Cf. Siorvanes, Proclus, p. 129ft. 

121 On al-Ghazali’s combination of causality and occasionalism, cf. Michael E. Marmura, 
“al-Ghazall,” in The Cambridge Companion to Arabic Philosophy, ed. by P. Adamson and 
R. C. Taylor, Cambridge: The Cambridge University Press, 2005 (pp. 137-154), pp. i45ff.; 
Jon McGinnis, “Occasionalism, Natural Causation and Science in al-Ghazall,” in Arabic 
Theology, Arabic Philosophy. From the Many to the One: Essays in Celebration of Richard M. 
Frank, ed. by James E. Montgomery, Leuven: Peeters, 2006 (= Orientalia Lovaniensia Ana¬ 
lecta 152), pp. 441-463; Frank Griffel, “al-Ghazali,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(2007), ch. 7.4: “The Cum-possibility of Occasionalism and Secondary Causality.” All 
explanations suffer from the neglect of the Stoic-Neoplatonic doctrine of causality. 

122 According to al-Ghazall, God has given man the intellect and all his apprehending facul¬ 
ties to attain certitude in religion: cf. Taneli Kukkonen, “Al-Ghazali’s Skepticism Revisited,” 
in Rethinking the History of Skepticism: the missing medieval background, ed. by Henrik 
Lagerlund, Leiden: Brill, 2010 (= Studien und Texte zur Geistesgeschichte des Mittelalters 
103), pp. 29-59. 

123 Cf. John Losee, Theories of Causality: From Antiquity to the Present, London: Transaction 
Publishers, 2011, and the conclusion on pp. lgyff. 
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Al-Ghazali’s Changing Attitude to Philosophy 

WiLferd Made lung 


Through his life, al-Ghazall, a Muslim religious scholar basically educated 
in ShafiT jurisprudence and Ash'arl theology and early initiated into Sufi 
theory and practice, felt profoundly challenged, fascinated, both attracted 
and repelled by philosophy. The challenge arose primarily from the teach¬ 
ing of Avicenna, who had claimed that the theological knowledge offered by 
Peripatetic philosophy and by the revelation of Islam was essentially identi¬ 
cal, deriving from the same divine source. While the intellectual elite of phi¬ 
losophers could gain knowledge of the highest truths from its divine source 
through their effort of thought and reasoning, the common people needed 
an intermediary, a prophet, who would translate the metaphysical truths into 
images and language which they were able to comprehend. Avicenna and his 
disciples endeavored in their teaching and writing to demonstrate that their 
theological views, if correctly understood, agreed with those of the Muslim 
speculative theologians. 

Avicenna’s claim obviously was deeply disturbing to Muslim religious schol¬ 
ars. They had been taught that the ultimate truths had been revealed to the 
Prophet Muhammad in the Qur’an, the speech of God he alone had been privi¬ 
leged to receive. Could it be that these truths were attainable by others imme¬ 
diately and more clearly by their own effort of thought without an inspired and 
divinely chosen intermediary? As a young scholar assured of the truths of the 
Qur’an, al-Ghazall was determined to examine Avicenna’s claim. Encouraged 
by his famous teacher Abu 1-Ma‘ali 1-JuwaynI, 1 he studied the philosopher’s 
teaching comprehensively, yet with a critical mind. 

Al-Ghazali’s first public venture into the field of philosophy was in his Book 
on the Intentions of the Philosophers [Kitab Maqasid al-faldsifa), published early 
in his teaching career. In it he addressed an anonymous questioner, most likely 
one of his students, who had asked him to uncover the incoherence and con¬ 
tradictions of the teaching of the philosophers, their concealed deceit, and 
their seduction. Al-Ghazall answered that such a refutation first requires an 
exposition of their teaching and beliefs, since a sound understanding of the 


i See Frank Griffel, Al-GhazdlVs Philosophical Theology, Oxford University Press 2009, 
pp. 30-31. 


KONINKLIJKE 


V, LEIDEN, 


).1163/9789004290952_C 



24 


MADELUNG 


falsehood of any doctrine is impossible without discernment of its claims 
and assertions. He would therefore, in his present book, succinctly recount 
the intentions of the philosophers in their sciences without distinguishing 
between truth and falsehood. 

The philosophical disciplines, he explained, are four: mathematics, logics, 
physics and theology. He would not deal with mathematics since nothing of 
them can be denied or rejected. In contrast, most of the philosophers’ theo¬ 
logical doctrines are contrary to the truth, and soundness is rare in them. Most 
of their logic is sound, and the people of the truth, the Muslim religious schol¬ 
ars, differ from them only in terminology and method, not in substance. In 
their physics, truth is mixed with falsehood, as al-Ghazall would explain in his 
future refutation of the philosophers. 

Al-GhazalFs exposition of the teaching of the philosophers was largely cop¬ 
ied from the introductory manuals which the philosophers of the school of 
Avicenna had composed for the basic instruction of their pupils. 2 These manu¬ 
als were ultimately based on Avicenna’s Danish-nama-yi ‘Ala 3 !. Al-Ghazall was 
familiar with them from his earlier study of philosophy and could quickly adapt 
their contents for his own presentation of the intentions of the philosophers. 
At the end of the book he assured the reader again that he had simply related 
their doctrines in logic, theology and physics without occupying himself with 
the distinction between ‘the lean and the fat’ and that he would next work on 
his book exposing the incoherence of their thought so that the falsehood of 
what was false in these views would become apparent. 

Al-Ghazall, it is evident, did not compose his own manual on the philo¬ 
sophical sciences only as a basis for his refutation of Avicennian theology. He 
wanted to encourage his students and Muslim religious scholars in general 
to study these sciences and benefit from what was rationally sound in them. 
While this was most definitely true of Aristotelian logics, it applied also to some 
extent to physics and even theology, though most of it in his view was false. 

Al-GhazalFs refutation of Avicennian philosophy, his Incoherence of the 
Philosophers (Tahajut al-falasifa) promised in the Maqasid al-falasifa, was 
probably completed some years after his announcement there. Unlike the 
Maqasid and some of his other books produced around this time, it could 
not quickly be composed by extensive copying from the works of others, but 
required much critical thought and careful formulation of his own. The refuta¬ 
tion turned out to be not just a rational analysis of errors in reasoning; it was 


2 See Wilferd Madelung, “Ibn al-Malahimi’s Refutation of the Philosophers,” in Camilla Adang, 
Sabine Schmidtke, David Sklare (eds.), A Common Rationality: Mu'tazilism in Islam and 

Judaism, Wurzburg: Ergon Verlag, 2007, pp. 331-336, p. 334. 
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introduced by a furious attack on the philosophers themselves. They were a lot 
of immoral conceited fraudsters, who arrogantly looked down on the Muslim 
religious scholars and pretended that only their own theories constituted 
incontrovertible truth built upon apodeictic proof ( burhan ). Their claim that 
their theology agreed with Islam was sheer deception. In reality they denied 
God’s essential attributes of life, will, power and knowledge recognized by 
the Muslims and held that the world eternally emanated from His essence by 
necessity. The God of the philosophers, an involuntary necessary cause of the 
world, was not the living creator God of Islam. Critically examining Avicennian 
philosophy, al-Ghazall charged the Muslim philosophers with infidelity merit¬ 
ing the death penalty on three grounds, their doctrine of the pre-eternity of 
the world, their denial of God’s immediate knowledge of particular events in 
the sublunar world, and their denial of the bodily Resurrection. On numerous 
other points he accused them merely of heretical innovation matched by devi¬ 
ant Muslim schools of thought, in particular the Mu'tazila. 

In refuting the fraudulent teaching of the philosophers, al-Ghazall 
explained, he would not seek to defend any specific theological school doc¬ 
trine; rather, he would set forth the true doctrine in a future separate work. He 
evidently meant Ash'ari school doctrine, which nonetheless distinctly under¬ 
lies most of his critical argument. There were, however, two major instances 
where he defended non-Ash'ari positions, one allowing secondary physical 
causality and the other admitting the immateriality of a self-subsistent human 
soul. 3 Although he refuted ten of Avicenna’s arguments for the immateriality 
and immortality of the soul, he affirmed that the existence of a self-subsistent 
spiritual soul that could survive the human body was not inconsistent with 
Islam and the dogma of the bodily resurrection. It even had some support in 
the religious law. 

The work in which he, as envisaged in the Tahajut, defended the true theo¬ 
logical doctrine, was his al-Iqtisadfi l-t’tiqad. Here he distanced himself ini¬ 
tially from both the Hashwiyya, the Sunni traditionalists who adhered only to 
imitation in traditional belief without recourse to rational investigation, and 
from the philosophers and extremist Mu'tazila, who in their one-sided pursuit 
of reason ignored conclusive evidence of the revealed religious law. He briefly 
explained and then employed three methods of logical proof, among them 
the Aristotelian syllogism. Further on in his book he fully upheld the tradi¬ 
tional Ash'ari position that God’s omnipotence attaches directly to everything 


3 This is duly noted by Michael Marmura in the Introduction to his translation of the Tahajut 
(Al-Ghazali, The Incoherence of the Philosophers, trans. by Michael Marmura, Provo, Utah: 
Brigham Young University Press, 1997), pp. xxiii-xxvi. 
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possible and that He is the sole agent who creates everything and every event 
in the world, without admitting any secondary causality. He also reaffirmed the 
early Ash'arl doctrine that man is constituted by his material body and that life 
is merely an accident that inheres in the body. Implicitly rejecting Avicenna’s 
emanationist thesis that restoration (L'ada) of anything lapsed or annihilated 
as absurd, he affirmed that reason allows for both the human body and the 
accident life to be restored after their annihilation by God, as He created 
them in the first instance. It was also possible, he noted, that the dead human 
body would remain in a decomposed state and that the accident life would be 
restored to it at the resurrection, or the like of it would be renewed in it. He, 
al-Ghazall, had mentioned the possibility that a self-subsistent soul of man 
might survive the death of the body merely because some Muslim scholars 
considered restoration of accidents after annihilation to be impossible. This, 
he now insisted, was not the case, though proof of it fell beyond the scope of 
his present book. 

Soon after the publication of his Takajut al-falasifa and al-lqtisadji l-i'tiqad, 
al-Ghazall gave up his prestigious teaching position at the Nizamiyya Madrasa 
in Baghdad in the throes of the famous spiritual crisis of his life. On the surface, 
the crisis had a political dimension. Al-Ghazall felt that the patronage of the 
Seljuq regime and the caliph to which he owed his teaching position was com¬ 
promising the freedom of his religious conscience and thought. 4 At a deeper 
level, however, the crisis signified a sharp anti-rationalist turn of his religious 
thought towards Sufi mysticism as well as Sunni traditionalism. Al-Ghazall, 
to be sure, never had been a genuine rationalist despite his early enthusi¬ 
asm for Aristotelian logic. The Ash'arl school of kaldm theology, in which he 
grew up, had emerged as a vigorous reaction against the rationalist kaldm of 
the Mu'tazila. From a Hanball traditionalist point of view, all kaldm could be 
judged and condemned as rationalist, but this holds true only at a secondary 
level. Abu 1-Hasan al-Ash'ari had in fact proposed to defend Ibn Hanbal’s tradi¬ 
tionalist theology by rational argument against Mu'tazill rationalist criticism. 
At the primary level Ash'arl theology ever was predominantly anti-rationalist. 

Although al-Ghazall never expressly depreciated Aristotelian logic, he 
rarely appealed to it in his later fife; more and more he questioned the compe¬ 
tence of human reason in the acquisition of supreme knowledge. His critical 
examination of the theological doctrine of Avicenna and his followers must 
have convinced him that the use of logic was of little epistemological benefit in 
metaphysics. The philosophers’ claims of apodeictic proof for their incoherent 
emanationist scheme had proved to be sham, and al-Ghazall felt confirmed in 


4 See Griffel, Al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology, pp. 36-44. 
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his early belief that the ultimate truths could not be discovered by any effort 
of rational enquiry. True knowledge could only be attained as a gift from God 
by revelation. This did not mean for him, however, that only prophets could 
directly obtain it. He was well aware from his youth that Sufi saints also pro¬ 
fessed a claim of privileged knowledge of the divine, not by rational thought, 
but by mystical ‘taste’ or intuition. As the age of prophethood had definitely 
ended with the Prophet Muhammad, religious knowledge could still be gained 
or refreshed by Sufi mystical intuition. 

As al-Ghazall emerged from his spiritual crisis, he felt called upon to revi¬ 
talize the Muslim religion comprehensively and composed his monumental 
Revival of the Religious Sciences (Ihyd' ‘ulum ad-din ) which has secured him 
wide recognition as the greatest reformist religious scholar of Islam. The book 
deals primarily with religious practice, ethical conduct with a view to eternal 
reward in the hereafter, from a distinctly Sufi perspective. Rational theology, 
with which al-Ghazall was concerned in the Tahafut and the Iqtisad, are hardly 
touched. It may be noted, however, that al-Ghazall now fully accepted, against 
his denial in the Iqtisad, the existence of a self-subsistent spiritual soul that 
would survive the death of the human body. He based his view not on ratio¬ 
nal considerations, but on the hadith of the Prophet: “Man matafa-qad qamat 
qiyamatuh (whoever dies, his resurrection is taking place [at that time]).” In 
the Book of Steadfastness (Kitab as-Sabr) of the Iliya 1 he explained that this 
statement of the Prophet referred to the minor personal resurrection that is 
experienced by every human being individually immediately after death and 
in which all the horrors and conditions of the future universal Resurrection 
are anticipated . * 5 

Sufi mysticism, insofar as it claims a privileged supernatural vision of God 
and the universe, is, to be sure, not necessarily anti-rational. It may view human 
reason, though inadequate to reach and penetrate the mysteries of that vision, 
still absolutely reliable as far as it reaches. The sense of superiority of the mys¬ 
tic visionary, however, easily turns into depreciation of rational thought and 
the conviction that the human intellect is merely a slave of human emotions 
and passions. Al-GhazalTs avowed Sufi thought in the Ihyd’ is not explicitly 
anti-rational and quite consistent with a respect for rational argument. It is in 
works al-Ghazall composed after the Ihyd' during the last teaching phase of his 
life that his anti-rationalism becomes fully apparent. 

In his late book on methodology of Islamic religious law, the Kitab 
al-Mustasfa min c ilm al-usul, al-Ghazall first presents a brief lesson on logic for 


5 See W. Madelung, “Al-Ghazali on Resurrection and the Road to Paradise,” forthcoming, in 

S. Gunther and T. Lawson (eds.), Roads to Paradise, Brill. 
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the benefit of Muslim jurists. He then argues against the rationalist doctrine 
of the Mu'tazila that good and evil are essentially discernible by the human 
mind. Al-Ghazall insists that good and evil are known only by the command 
and prohibition of God transmitted by the prophets. The human intellect by 
itself neither orders nor prohibits anything. Al-Ghazall’s anti-Mu'tazill argu¬ 
mentation here is initially based on Avicennian doctrine. Avicenna taught that 
thanking the benefactor or helping someone in need is not truly good since it 
is inevitably done for a selfish purpose. Only what is done without any purpose 
( gharad) can be purely good. God is summum bonum because He emanates 
existence without the purpose to do good to any of His creatures. 

At this point Avicenna and al-Ghazall parted company. Avicenna asserted 
that good and evil are known to the elite of philosophers by reason. The 
Mu'tazila were mistaken because with their inferior intellects they adhered 
to mere mashhurat, widely held unproven beliefs, in asserting that to help the 
weak and needy is rationally good. In Avicenna’s view, the universe and all that 
is in it was, as a necessary emanation from God, essentially good. The little 
amount of evil that occurs in the lower world necessarily and unintention¬ 
ally results from secondary causation and cannot be prevented by God. The 
reality of this incapacity of God to prevent evil must be concealed from the 
common people lest they doubt His omnipotence . 6 Avicenna did not hold that 
God commands and forbids, rewards obedience and punishes transgression. 
Mankind, when properly understanding good and evil, can make their own 
laws in their best interest. 

From his Ash'ari perspective, al-Ghazall could not conceive that the evil in 
this world might occur by necessity without being willed as such by God. It was 
firm Ash'ari dogma that everything and every event in the universe, good or 
evil, happens according to the eternal and unchangeable divine will. The phi¬ 
losophers’ rational argument that all existence emanating from the Supreme 
Good must also essentially be good was to him equally specious as the asser¬ 
tion of the Mu'tazila that God creates only what is good while evil is produced 
by mankind. Human acts, al-Ghazall maintained, are good or bad not intrinsi¬ 
cally, but only by arbitrary designation by God, and their quality can thus only 
be known by His command and prohibition. Good are all actions for which 
God has promised eternal reward in the hereafter and evil are all actions for 
which He has threatened punishment. Al-Ghazall consequently impugns the 


6 See al-Ghazali, Maqasid al-falasifa, ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo, 1961, pp. 296-300. 
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competence of the human mind in judging good and evil with the common 
anti-rationalist argument that the intellect is ruled by selfish subjectivity . 7 

Kitab al-Mustasfa was composed and published by al-Ghazall as part of his 
late public teaching effort, addressed to a wide readership of Muslim religious 
scholars. Much of his late private teaching, however, was devoted and restricted 
to a select group of his close and trusted disciples. For them he wrote a number 
of esoteric works collectively designated as madnun bihl min ghayri ahtih, “to 
be withheld from those not worthy of it.” These works were not meant to be 
published and mostly never became widely known. A major treatise of them 
has only recently been critically edited and designated as the Major Madniin 8 
and is to be published soon. 

At the beginning of the Major Madnun al-Ghazall promises to set forth “the 
science of the recognition of God and the science of the Return” (' dm ma'rifat 
Allah wa- ’ilm al-ma’ad). By this, he explains, he neither means the creed which 
the commoners learn by tradition and imitation, nor the methods of the kalam 
theologians who defend this creed by dialectics and disputation. Rather he 
means “a kind of certain knowledge that is the fruit of a light God casts into 
a worshipper’s heart which has been purified by exertion from abominations 
and reprehensible morals” ( naw'yaqin huwa thamaratnuryaqdhifuhuAlld.hu 
ft qalb ’abd tuhhir bi-l-mujahada ’an al-khaba’ith wa-l-akhlaq al-madhmuma). 
Al-Ghazali here is describing his book as representing Sufi inspiration rather 
than rational philosophical thought. 

The fruit of Sufi inspiration turns out to be pure Avicennian theology as 
described by al-Ghazall in his Maqasid al-falasifa. Although he never mentions 
Avicenna nor refers to his earlier book, the Major Madnun is largely excerpted, 
often literally, from the sections on theology and physics of the Maqasid. 
In it, al-Ghazall unreservedly upholds the truth of what he had condemned in 
his Tahajut as unbelief requiring the death penalty: the eternity of the world 
as the necessary emanation from the Necessary Existent and the negation of 
God’s knowledge of particulars except through universals. He describes the 
hereafter entirely in terms of the survival of the human soul without mention 
of a physical resurrection. He accepts Avicenna’s cosmology with all its supe¬ 
rior separate Intellects and Souls, the eternal circular motion of the spheres, 


7 For an English translation of the relevant section of al-Ghazali’s Kitab al-Mustasja min 'ilm 
al-usul see A, Kevin Reinhart, Before Revelation: The Boundaries of Muslim Moral Thought, 
Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995. 

8 M. Afifi al-Akiti, The Madnun of al-Ghazall: A Critical Edition of the Unpublished Major 
Madnun with Discussion of his Restricted, Philosophical Corpus, D. Phil, thesis, Oxford 
University, 2007. 
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and a sublunar sphere of temporary existence and corruption which he had 
denounced as unproven despite the philosophers’ claims of apodeictic proof. 
He adduces with evident approval the Avicennian proofs for the existence of 
a self-subsistent immaterial soul he had refuted in the Tahafut. Against his 
position in Kitab al-Mustasfd, he asserts mankind’s need for prophets on the 
grounds of their function as keepers and enforcers of order and justice in this 
world, not as conveyors of God’s promise of reward and warning of punish¬ 
ment in the hereafter. 

How is this apparent volte-face in al-Ghazali’s attitude to Avicennian 
thought to be explained in the context of his spiritual development? Al-Ghazal! 
evidently saw Avicenna, without naming him, no longer as a rationalist phi¬ 
losopher, but rather as an inspired Sufi visionary. When describing the ‘subtle 
and obscure’ way of explaining divine omniscience according to Avicennian 
theory in spite of the fact that God can know particulars only in a universal 
way, al-Ghazal! remarks that no philosopher could attain such subtlety (wa-l- 
falsafi Id yatanabbah li-hadhihi d-daqiqa). In his autobiographical Deliverer 
from Error (al-Munqidh min ad-dalal), al-Ghazal! had already expressed his 
conviction that whatever is sound in philosophy and philosophical ethics 
must ultimately be derived from prophetic revelation or the inspiration of 
saintly ascetics. 

On the other hand, al-Ghazali’s formulation that what he would present 
was ‘a kind of certain knowledge’ is significant. He did not mean to deny that 
the traditional creed of the ordinary Muslim or the dialectical apologetics of 
the kaldm theologian could not equally provide a kind of certain knowledge. 
He had come to distinguish between objective truth and subjective certainty. 
Objective truth evidently was for him the Qur’an, the very speech of God. The 
speech of God, however, could be understood differently by humans, and 
al-Ghazal! by now was convinced that human reason was incapable of decid¬ 
ing the right interpretation with certainty. He knew by his own long teaching 
experience how easy it was to argue reasonably now for one truth and tomor¬ 
row for another. Certainty might be cast by God into the believer’s heart, but 
that was subjective certainty that might mislead others to doubt the objec¬ 
tive truth of God’s speech. This was the reason why Sufi wisdom, even though 
inspired by God, must be withheld from those who are not worthy of it. 

While al-Ghazal! thus did not accept Avicenna’s philosophical system as 
unquestionable reality, he was now satisfied that it could be interpreted so 
as to be consistent with the Qur’an and Islam, as the followers of Avicenna 
were contending. In another unpublished text of the Madnun corpus, the 
Masa’il al-Madnun, he explained to his intimate disciples how the Qur’anic 
Resurrection and some of the events and circumstances associated with it in 
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the Muslim creed could be reconciled with the philosophers’ view of the eter¬ 
nity of the world . 9 His proposal there of an endless return of similar cycles of 
existence with the possibility of a sudden revolutionary dissimilar cycle consti¬ 
tuting a resurrection manifests an affinity to some Isma'IlT speculations about 
cyclical recurrent qiyamas in an ever ascending salvation history, an affinity 
he may well have found disturbing. Al-Ghazali leaves no doubt that he consid¬ 
ered the interpretation of the Qur’anic Resurrection by the kaldm theologians 
envisaging a sudden cataclysmic end of this world as equally reasonable. 

Al-Ghazali was now deeply convinced of the impotence of the human intel¬ 
lect. He no longer could rationally prove the incoherence of philosophy as 
he had asserted in the Tahajut, but he still could denounce the philosophers’ 
arrogant claim that they knew the truth by their own rational thought better 
than the Muslim scholars and laymen who adhered to their traditional creed 
derived from the Qur’an. He could now even envisage the possibility that the 
world might be eternal and that God knows particulars only in a universal way, 
but he was probably far from convinced of it. He was, however, certainly con¬ 
vinced now of the reality of a self-subsistent immaterial soul as described by 
Avicenna. He was well aware that by his age most Jewish and Christian theo¬ 
logians as well as Muslim Sufis upheld the thesis of a spiritual soul that could 
survive the destruction of the body. Here the traditional Ash'arT creed he had 
defended in al-Iqtisad was clearly mistaken. 

In al-Ghazall’s last work, Iljam al-’awamm ’an ’dm al-kalam (.Restraining the 
Common Peoplefrom the Science of Speculative Theology), completed only days 
before his death, his progressive anti-rationalism and traditionalism become 
fully apparent. The book was, al-Ghazall explains, written in answer to a ques¬ 
tion, presumably from one of his students, about hadith reports suggestive 
of anthropomorphism and about the theological subjects that ought not be 
investigated rationally. Such anthropomorphist hadith reports were frequently 
related among the rabble and ignorant Hashwiyya and ascribed to the salaf 
the pious ancestors. Al-Ghazali answers emphatically that the teaching of the 
salaf is indeed the truth and that the hadith transmitted from them must be 
accepted, believed and exalted unconditionally. Apparently anthropmorphist 
hadith, like the report that God descends to the lowest heavens every night, 
must not be rejected or explained away, since they are susceptible to various 
interpretations, and their real meaning cannot be known in this world. It is 
unshakable belief, faith in the truth of the Qur’an, rather than knowledge that 
is required of the ignorant masses on earth. The common people must be 


9 See Madelung, “Al-Ghazali on Resurrection and the Road to Paradise.” 
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restrained from thinking and from examining the sense of the holy texts and 
must accept them as an impenetrable mystery without further investigation. 

What should he do, al-Ghazali remarks, if someone were to ask him about 
the case of a common Muslim who was dissatisfied with mere religious beliefs 
without a rational proof ( dalll )? Would al-Ghazali permit the inquirer to pres¬ 
ent the proof to the commoner? If al-Ghazali permitted that, he would in fact 
allow rational thought and investigation. Al-Ghazali answers that he would 
permit the commoner to hear the proof for the recognition of the Creator and 
His unity, the truthfulness of the Messenger and the certainty of the Last Day, 
on two conditions: the proof must not go beyond the proofs to be found in the 
Qur’an, and the questioner must not question the belief seriously; rather, he 
must think about it only slightly without any penetrating investigation (Ighal 
fi l-bahth ). 10 Al-Ghazali here espouses the elitism of the philosophers with an 
anti-rationalist edge. Further on, he acknowledges that his interlocutor might 
contend that even firm conviction falls short of the real knowledge which God 
has imposed on man, since such conviction is mere belief which may be a 
kind of ignorance incapable of distinguishing between falsehood and truth. 
Al-Ghazali counters that this view is erroneous. Rather the happiness ( sa'acla) 
of mankind consists in firm belief that something really is as it is believed to 
be, so that the image that is imprinted in their hearts is in agreement with the 
real truth, and that when they die and the veil is lifted from them, they will 
witness that things are really as they imagined . * 11 In contrast, the religious elite 
could receive true knowledge through Sufi inspiration already in this life and 
were allowed to meditate and think about it in their hearts. Yet the elite must 
not reveal this knowledge to the ignorant common people and must restrain 
them from seeking it through kaldm, rational theological thought. 

Strict traditionalist Muslims have ever treasured al-Ghazall’s last work and 
at times have understood it as an invitation to burn his books on theology and 
philosophy. A case can be made for such an interpretation, for while al-Ghazali 
clearly did not suggest to restrain the elite from meditating about religious 
questions, he wanted them to do so in their hearts only lest their thought might 
disturb the firm belief of the simple-minded. Books cannot easily be stopped 
from falling into the hands of those not qualified to understand them prop¬ 
erly. Most likely, however, al-Ghazali merely wished that these books would in 
future be classed together with his Madnun works as ‘to be withheld from the 


10 Al-Ghazali, Iljam at-'awamm 'an 'ilm al-kalam, ed. Muhammad al-Mu c tasim bi-llah 
al-Baghdadhi, Beirut, 1406/1985, p. 78. 

11 Al-Ghazali, Iljam, p. 116. 
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unqualified.’ Whether he would have wished modern rationalist students of 
Islamic thought to investigate them is debatable. 

Throughout the bulk of his voluminous writings, al-Ghazall comes across 
as a highly perceptive, intelligent and resourceful thinker with a broad range 
of interests and extraordinary power of absorption, critical analysis, as well 
as constructive imagination. He is justly admired as one of mankind’s great 
teachers of religion and mystical thought far beyond the confines of his Ash'arl 
Sunni background and of Islam. Some of his admirers find it difficult to accept 
his own confession in his autobiography that he turned away from both phi¬ 
losophy and kaldm theology at face value. How could the author of Maqasid 
al-falasifa, the most widely read introductory volume to Avicennian philoso¬ 
phy, be denied the title of a philosopher? How can the author of Tahdfut, the 
most widely recognized refutation of Avicenna’s system of thought from an 
at least partly Ash'arl point of view, be denied the title of both an outstand¬ 
ing theologian and a philosopher? These are obviously valid questions to ask; 
yet should not al-Ghazali’s own view and wishes be respected? Al-Ghazall 
certainly did not wish to be considered a philosopher; his distaste for the 
perceived rationalist arrogance of the philosophers was clear and pervasive. 
When he presented Avicennian thought as the fruit of mystical inspiration in 
his Major Madnun, he implicitly turned the philosopher into a Sufi saint. This 
was not entirely unreasonable, for Avicenna’s thought contained a good deal 
of mystical elements which were criticized by more rationalist thinkers like the 
philosopher Ibn Rushd and the Mu'tazill theologian Ibn al-Malahiml . 12 

Al-GhazalTs aversion to kaldm theology is more complex to explain. His 
religious creed always remained essentially Ash'arl, yet he progressively dis¬ 
tanced himself from Ash'arl speculative theology, and in his Iljam advocated 
to curb its public teaching. It seems that in his later life he no longer under¬ 
stood the crucial difference between religions, which humans may choose, 
trust, and exchange by a ‘leap of faith’, and theology, a science like other sci¬ 
ences they can and must learn to acquire certain necessary knowledge. The 
reality of God was in al-Ghazali’s age a matter of knowledge, not merely of 
faith and belief, for theologians and philosophers alike. They all called God 
the Necessary Being, Wajib al-wujud, a designation Avicenna popularized but 
that was used well before him by the rationalist kaldm theologians. The con¬ 
cept goes much further back among the philosophers, for Aristotle’s necessary 


12 See Rukn ad-DIn b. al-Malahiml al-Khwarazmi, Tuhfat al-mutakallimln fi r-radd i ala 
l-falasifa, ed. Hassan Ansari and Wilferd Madelung, Tehran, 2008. Ibn al-Malahimi’s ratio¬ 
nalist refutation of Avicennian philosophy is far more comprehensive and incisive than 
al-Ghazali’s. 
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Unmoved Mover expressed the same idea. Al-Ghazall himself had adopted the 
term and concept in his Tahajut. He recognized then that God, unlike much of 
religion, is a rational necessity. To deny that the One necessarily precedes the 
many is to deny reason itself. Yet in Ujam he suggests that knowledge of the 
Creator is primarily a question of faith in the truth of the Qur’an. Any proof 
of God’s reality should not go beyond the word of the Qur’an. Muslim rational 
theologians and philosophers had long realized that immature minors and the 
ignorant must first be taught to think rationally before they can appreciate any 
truth of the Qur’an. The popularity of Ghazall’s religious thought, despite the 
apparent decline of his power of discrimination in his old age, has evidently 
contributed to the decline of rationalist theology in later Islam. 


CHAPTER 3 


Al-Ghazali and the Rationalization of Sufism 

Binyamin Abrahamav 


By rationalization 1 1 mean the cognitive process of making something consis¬ 
tent with or based on reason. In keeping with this definition, the mystic uses 
his reason to understand the nature of religion and its commandments, norms 
and secrets; to verify his way and experiences; and even to experience contact 
or unity with God. The opposite of rationalization is to think of existence or of 
religious matters in terms of sacred texts, traditions, sayings of the ancestors, 
mysteries, magic, etc. In al-Ghazall, rationalization is not pure but mixed with 
elements of its opposite. 

It seems to me that the use of the present title is preferable to “Philosophizing 
of Sufism,” because generally 2 the content of al-Ghazall’s mystical stations and 
experiences is not philosophical and philosophy cannot account for them. 3 In 
contrast, for al-Ghazall, as we shall see, reason exists in the mystical process 
and even explains or judges it. The word “Intellectualization” could also be 
placed in the title, because it means to supply a rational structure or meaning 
for the themes with which we are dealing, however; it seems that in rational¬ 
ization the element of logic is more prominent, and logic plays an important 
role in al-Ghazall’s mystical writings. 4 


1 In modern times this term was coined by the German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920); 
cf. Sung Ho Kim, “Max Weber,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2008 Edition), 
ed. Edward N. Zalta, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/weber/ (accessed 
June 27,2012). 

2 Of course, there are exceptions, such as the love for God. 

3 Gideon Freudenthal, “The Philosophical Mysticism of Maimonides and Maimon,” in 
Maimonides and His Heritage, ed. Idit Dobbs-Weinstein et al., New York: State University of 
New York Press, 2009, p. n6. Madkour (La Place d’Alfarabi dans I’ecole philosophique musul- 
mane, Paris, 1934) characterized al-Farabi’s teachings as intellectual mysticism, while Gardet 
(La pensee religieuse dAvicenne, Paris, 1951) typified Ibn Sina’s thought as intellectual mysti¬ 
cism; cf. also D. R. Blumenthal, Philosophic Mysticism: Studies in Rational Religion, Ramat 
Gan, Israel: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2006, p. 44. The question of whether philosophy serves 
as a bridge to mysticism or contains mysticism is a much debated issue; ibid., pp. 21-48. 

4 In his book on Ibn al-'Arabi's exegesis of the Qur’an, Nettler (Sufi Metaphysics and Qur’anic 
Prophets, Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 2003, p. 13) speaks of the intellectualization 
of Sufism. In his introduction to Philosophic Mysticism: Studies in Rational Religion, Paul 
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The word “Sufism” raises the question of whether al-Ghazall regarded him¬ 
self as a Sufi. In his writings he frequently refers to the Sufis as a group with¬ 
out affiliating himself with them; for example, in Kitdb at-Tawakkul he counts 
four groups, ascribing to each a different view with respect to God’s unity. The 
fourth group holds that to see only one entity in existence means to adhere 
to God’s unity: “this is the witness of the righteous and the Sufis call it annihi¬ 
lation in God’s unity” ( wa-tusammlhi as-sufiyya al-fanff ft t-tawhld ). * * * 5 Had he 
considered himself a Sufi, al-Ghazall would not have related to this group in 
the third person, but would have said, “we call it” instead. If this were the case, 
instead of Sufism, I would have used the term “Mysticism” in the title. Because 
there is no clear-cut proof that al-Ghazall did not affiliate himself with the 
Sufis, however, and because he refers objectively to Sufis, Sufi conduct, and Sufi 
sayings, I prefer the present title. 

In its early phases, Sufism did not incorporate reason and rational enquiry 
into its thought and practice. 6 For example, the early mystic al-Muhasibi 
(d. 857/242) wrote a book entitled Kitdb Mahiyyat al-‘aql (The Book on the 
Essence of the Intellect). Though this title seems to promise an investigation 
into rational discussions of mystical values, in fact, reason plays no role in his 
mysticism; al-Muhasibi’s main concern was the improvement of one’s mor¬ 
als through psychological considerations. His eloquence seems to stem from 
his knowledge of the vocabulary used by the Mu'tazila. 7 Moreover, very prob¬ 
ably following the Mu'tazila, he regards reason as a device to attain knowledge 
of God and to know benefit and damage in human acts. He even asserts that 
adults should accept rational arguments. The perfect knower of God is who¬ 
ever carries out the commandments, fears God and believes firmly in God’s 
promise and threats. 8 However, all these ideas had no impact on the mystical 
way as elaborated in his main work, Kitdb ar-Ri c aya li-huquq Allah (The Book of 
Keeping What God Deserves). 

An examination of the Sufi stations ( maqdmdt) appearing in al-Kharraz 
(d. 899 or 900/286-287), as-Sarraj (d. 988/377), al-Kalabadhi (d. 990/380 or 


Fenton points out that Georges Vajda applies the concept of intellectual mysticism to Jewish 

thought; David Blumenthal, Philosophic Mysticism: Studies in Rational Religion, Ramat Gan, 

Israel: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2006, p. 14. 

5 Al-Ghazall, Ihya' ‘uliim ad din, Cairo: Al-Maktaba al-Tijariyya al-Kubra, n.d., vol. iv, p. 245. 

6 Ali Hassan Abdel-Kader, The Life, Personality and Writings of al-Junayd, London: Gibb 
Memorial Trust, 1976, pp. g6f. 

7 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1975, p. 54. 

8 Al-Muhasibi, Kitdb Mahiyyat al-‘aql, in Al-Aql wa fahm al-Qur'an, ed. Husayn al-Quwwatill, 
Beirut, 1982, pp. 202,206,218-220. 
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994/384). al-Makk! (d. 996/386) and al-Qushayri (d. 1074/466) reveals that the 
concept of tafakkur, whether meaning ‘thinking’ or ‘contemplating in a syllo¬ 
gistic manner,’ never occurs. 9 Only later, in al-Ansari al-Harawi’s (d. 1089/482) 
Manazil as-sa’irin does the station of tafakkur appear. Here, the main sub¬ 
stance of the term is to think about the marvels of God’s creation and about 
one’s acts and states. According to al-Ansari, and contrary to al-Ghazall’s teach¬ 
ing, tafakkur has no impact on the other stations and it is inferior to tadhak- 
kur (remembrance). In any case, al-Ansari does not define tafakkur in terms of 
logic. 10 This does not, however, exclude the appearance of theological dis¬ 
cussions in the style of kaldm in Sufi manuals; for example, al-Kalabadhi’s 
treatment of the possibility of seeing God in the Hereafter corresponds to 
al-Ash‘ari’s. u Generally, the main Sufi manuals are stamped by Ash'arite theol¬ 
ogy; this does not turn their Sufism into a rational system, however, because 
they accept this theology at face value without rational discourse; furthermore, 
their Ash'arism does not affect their Sufism. 

Until now we have discussed the absence of rationality in Sufism through the 
argument from silence; that is, rational notions do not appear in early Sufism, 
neither as a basis of a given theory nor as its explanation. However, there was 
also a clear opposition to dealing with rationality in Sufism that, on the one 
hand, pointed out the basis of a theory; on the other, it established a prohi¬ 
bition against dealing with Sufism through rational arguments. This is obvi¬ 
ously shown in al-Hujwiri’s (d. ca. 1071/463) Kashf al-mahjub (TheRevelation of 
the Veiled)-, in chapter 14, which is dedicated to the doctrines of different sects 
of the Sufis, he writes: “the real essence of Sufism lies amidst the traditions 
(akhbdr) of the Shaykhs.” 12 

Al-Hujwiri clearly distinguishes between "dm and ma c rifa-, the first term 
means “every knowledge which is stripped of spiritual meaning and devoid 
of religious practice,” while the second is “every knowledge that is allied with 
(religious) practice and feeling (hal), and the knower of which expresses his 
feeling.” In al-Hujwm’s view, the knower (‘ alim ) relies on himself, while the 
gnostic ( 'arif) relies on his Lord. 13 Thus, ’ilm is repudiated in true Sufism. 


9 Mohamed Ahmed Sherif, Al-Ghazalts Theory of Virtue, Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1975, p. 160. 

10 c Abd al-Mu c ti al-Lahml al-Iskandari, Shark manazil as-sa’irin, Cairo 1954, pp. 29-32. 

11 Al-KalabadhI, Kitab at-Ta’arruf li-madhhab ahl at-tasawwuf, Beirut, 1980, pp. 42k 

12 Al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjub of al-Hujwiri: “The Revelation of the Veiled.,’’An Early Persian 
Treatise on Sufism, trans. from the Persian by Reynold A. Nicholson, London: Gibb 
Memorial Trust, 2000 (rep. of the 1911 edition), p. 176. 

13 Ibid., pp. 382k 
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Moreover, al-Hujwiri believes that reason and rational enquiry do not lead 
to the real knowledge of God. “If reason were the cause of gnosis, it would fol¬ 
low that every reasonable person must know God, and that all who lack reason 
must be ignorant of Him; which is manifestly absurd.” 14 And he adds: “Heretics 
of all sorts use the demonstrative method, but the majority of them do not 
know God.” 15 Hence, “Reason and the proofs adduced by reason are unable to 
direct anyone into the right way.” 16 He immediately justifies the last statement: 
“The first step of demonstration is a turning away from God, because demon¬ 
stration involves the consideration of some other thing, whereas gnosis is a 
turning away from all that is not God.” 17 Al-Hujwiri notes only one exception to 
his rule of rejecting reason as a device of Sufism embodied in the Sufis Abu All 
d-Daqqaq (d. 1015/405 or 1021/411) and Abu Sahl as-SuTuk! and his father, who 
held that the beginning of gnosis is demonstrative, but it ends with intuitive 
(necessary) knowledge. Al-Hujwiri, however, rejects their stand. 18 

The intellect as a device which helps humans to distinguish between good 
and evil acts is found in the writings of al-Hakim at-Tirmidhi (d. between 
905/292 and 910/297). At-Tirmidhi, who cannot be regarded as a Sufi 19 but 
rather as a theosophist, also holds that the intellect paves the way for divine 
illumination. 20 

In sum, al-Hujwiri essentially expresses a long tradition of rejecting rea¬ 
son as a method for drawing nearer to and knowing God. The few exceptions 
which we have brought forth prove the Sufis’ generally negative attitude toward 
rational discussion. Al-Ghazali states that the Sufis did not instigate their col¬ 
leagues to learn the sciences; their aim, rather, was to achieve the type of true 
knowledge of the world that transcends mere information. 21 


14 Ibid., p. 268. 

15 Ibid. 

16 Ibid., pp. 268-9. 

17 Ibid., p.269. 

18 Ibid., pp. 272f. It is worth noting that in al-Hujwiri’s work the word 'aqt (intellect) appears 
only once (p. 309); likewise fikra (thought; p. 239). 

19 The name “Sufi” does not occur even once in his writings. 

20 At-Tirmidhi, Al-Masa’ll allatl sa’alahu ahl sarakhs 'anha, in at-Tirmidhi’s Thalath 
musannafat, ed. Bemd Radtke, Beirut 1992. Trans, into German by Bemd Radtke: Drei 
Schriften des Theosophen von Tirmid, Beirut: F. Steiner Verlag, 1996, pp. i42f. Here is not 
the place to delve into a discussion on at-Tirmidhi, who was an extraordinary figure in 
Islamic mysticism and whose writings deeply influenced the philosophical mysticism of 
Ibn al- c Arabi, some three hundred years after the former's death. 

21 Mizan al- 'amal, ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo, 1965, p. 221. 
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Thus, against the backdrop of his Sufi predecessors’ attitude toward reason, 
al-Ghazall’s approach to reason and to rational inquiry reaches a high degree 
of eminence. In this article I would like to deal with his approach in the sphere 
of mysticism rather than in theology and philosophy. There is no doubt now 
that his theology is philosophical and hence rationalistic. He accepts demon¬ 
stration ( burhan ) as the exact and true means to deal with theological issues. 22 

First, one should note al-Ghazall’s admiration of and adherence to the intel¬ 
lect (' aql ) as seen throughout his mystical writings. As such, his high estimation 
of the intellect merits closer examination. I shall then continue by identifying 
some structural and stylistic features in his oeuvre which show his predilec¬ 
tion for reasoning and its result, knowledge. In the third phase the function of 
reason in his mysticism will be introduced. 

In Mishkat al-anwar , 23 a prominent mystical treatise, al-Ghazall devotes a 
number of pages to the value of the intellect. He compares the intellect to the 
eye and finds that the former is better than the latter in that it perceives things 
which the eye cannot perceive, such as distant things, veiled or hidden things, 
the essences of things and infinite things. In short, all existents may be the 
objects of the intellect’s investigation. As for the judgment of the intellect, 
al-Ghazall asserts that when the intellect is devoid of fantasy and imaginations 
no error can be made. 24 In my view, the climax of al-Ghazall’s attitude toward 
the intellect is his statement that the ruling authority of the rational faculty is 
God’s balance on the earth (sultan al-'aql atladhlhuwa mlzan Alldhfiardihi). 25 

The intellect brings about one’s perfection, which is defined as the attain¬ 
ment of the intelligible things as they really are without taking imaginary forms 
and sense perceptions into consideration. In al-Ghazall’s opinion, the intel¬ 
lect is the specific characteristic of humans and the sake for which humanity 
was created. 26 Here, al-Ghazall creates a correspondence between the logical 
structure of the world - because the intellect is a divine device which lies at 


22 Frank Griffel, Al-GhazalVs Philosophical Theology, Oxford University Press, 2009, pp. 7,120. 

23 For an analysis of some parts of the text, its different versions and the possible influences 
exerted on it, see Hermann Landolt, “Ghazali and ‘Religionswissenschaft,’: Some Notes on 
the Mishkat al-Anwar" Asiatische Studien 45 (1991), pp. 19-72. 

24 Al-Ghazall, Mishkat al-anwar (The Niche of Lights), A parallel English-Arabic Text, 
translated, introduced and annotated by David Buchman, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young 
University Press, 1998, pp. 5-9. 

25 Ibid., p. 18,14. In other writings of our author, we find that one’s pleasure in rational activ¬ 
ity never ends: just as one is happy because one has the faculty of reasoning, so even one 
who lacks such an ability is also happy, thinking himself nevertheless the possessor of it; 
Ihya‘, vol. iv, pp. 101,124. 

26 Mizan al- ‘amal, pp. 196,210,331. 
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the basis of everything - and the structure of the human being. If we can use 
the argument from silence, it is very interesting to see that our author does 
not say that humans were created for the purpose of receiving revelation. To 
account for this absence I suggest that, in al-Ghazali’s view, revelation and 
unveiling of divine matters pertain only to prophets and saints ( awliya ’), while 
rational thinking applies to the majority of people. Moreover, he also admon¬ 
ishes the Sufis for their conviction that revelation may come as a result of the 
Sufi practice alone, without the help of reason. 27 He often refers the reader to 
his treatise on logic, M'Cyar al-'ilm (The Standard of Knowledge), which teaches 
the demonstrative proofs through which truth is disclosed and whereby cer¬ 
tainty is attained. 28 Al-Ghazall emphatically states that one should not weaken 
one’s favorable attitude toward the sciences because of the Sufi way, for the 
Sufis do not view the sciences as despicable; their way, rather, refers to proph¬ 
ets and saints. 29 

As mentioned above, reason is the device by which knowledge and the sci¬ 
ences may be attained. When classifying the sciences, al-Ghazall distinguishes 
between religious sciences, which are attained through taqlld, and rational 
sciences. The rational sciences are divided in turn into necessary sciences 30 
and acquired sciences; the latter are attained through learning or inspiration 
and underlying them are included the sciences of this world and the world 
to come. While the sciences of this world are such as medicine, arithmetic, 
different kinds of crafts, the sciences of the next world include the practical 
science (' dm al-mu'amala) and the science of revelation ( ’dm al-mukashafa), 
a metaphysical science dealing with the knowledge of God, His attributes and 
His names. Indeed, al-Ghazall states that human beings need both kinds of sci¬ 
ence just as they need both medicines and food. 31 Moreover, the fact that the 
mystical sciences - that is, both the practical and the metaphysical - are reck¬ 
oned among the rational sciences proves the position of reason in his eyes. It is 
worth noting that even knowledge caused by inspiration (ilhdm) is considered 
rational, although its source is external. 


27 Ibid., pp. 223b 

28 Ibid., pp. 243, 254b Ibn Hazm (d. 1064/456) preceded al-Ghazall in putting Greek logic at 
the service of theology and jurisprudence; cf. Anwar G. Chejne, “Ibn Hazm of Cordova on 
Logic "Journal of the American Oriental Society 104 (1984), pp. 57-72. 

2 9 Mizan al- 'amal, p. 361. 

30 By necessary sciences ( 'ulum daruriyya ) al-Ghazall means necessary knowledge (’ilm 
darurt) which one knows without learning. See my “Necessary Knowledge in Islamic 
Theology,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 20 (1993), pp. 20-32. 

31 Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in al-Ghazzali, Jerusalem: Magnes Press of the Hebrew 
University, 1975, pp. 358-363. 396, n. 21. 
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The importance of knowledge is also attested in the structure of the Iliya’, 
which, like the structure of kaldm summae, begins with the Book of Knowledge. 
Furthermore, many discussions in this voluminous work are imbued with the 
dialectical character of kaldm works, which are written in the style of question 
and response. 

Al-GhazalTs attitude toward rational inquiry as a means of attaining knowl¬ 
edge has already been discussed in scholarship. As I have demonstrated in my 
article “Al-GhazalTs Supreme Way to Know God,” our author holds two ways 
to arrive at the knowledge of God: the way of revelation and the way of ratio¬ 
nal investigation. Contrary to what I wrote in this article, I now think that he 
espouses both the way of revelation and the way of rational inquiry to attain 
knowledge of God. However, the fact that in some of his works the rational 
way heads the list of ways proves that he inclines very strongly to this way. 32 
Moreover, the notion that the rational faculty is God’s balance reminds one of 
a view of some scholars, introduced by al-Ghazall, who claim that one should 
know the sciences before indulging in the Sufi way in order to know whether 
that which is revealed to one is true revelation or false imagination. These 
thinkers regard this system as the nearest and safest device to reach the target. 33 
In my article “Al-GhazalTs Supreme Way to Know God,” I proved that this is the 
view of al-Ghazall himself as elaborated in Mlzan al-’amal. 

Answering the question concerning the proportional value of the mystical 
or the intellectual ways, al-Ghazall states that it is suitable for most people to 
study in order to know how to carry out devotional acts according to the Sufi 
system. Only an intelligent person ( dhakl ) who was aware of his intellectual 
ability in his youth and was taught by a wise person who was not committed 
to any opinion is ready to exercise both ways. After studying all the demonstra¬ 
tive sciences ( al-'ulum al-burhdniyya) it is unobjectionable that such a person 
withdraw from the community and become an ascetic and then expect that 
through this way (of abstinence), what was confused to other followers of this 
way (the Sufis) may be revealed to him. 34 Thus the supreme way to know God 


32 Binyamin Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali's Supreme Way to Know God,” Studia Islamica 
77 (1993): 141-168, p. 142 (referring to ILjdm al-’awdmm ‘an 'ilm al-kalam). See Martin 
Whittingham's Al-Ghazall and the Qur’an: One Book, Many Meanings, London and New 
York: Routledge, 2007 (i.e., Ch. 6) for a criticism of Davidson's view and mine regarding 
al-Ghazali's supreme way to know God. 

Ihyd’, vol. in, p. 20. 

Mlzan al-'amal, pp. 221-228 and esp. p. 228. 
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is a blend of wisdom or philosophical reasoning and asceticism. Abstinence 
alone as a means of obtaining the truth is rejected. 35 

In Kltab al-'Ilm , the first book of the Ihya’, the seventh chapter is entitled 
“On the intellect, its eminence, essence and parts.” The intellect is highly esti¬ 
mated, because it is the device leading to knowledge and to happiness in this 
world and the world to come. According to a tradition, it is the first created 
entity, the noblest in God’s eyes and the means by which God bestows favors, 
rewards, and punishments. 36 Interestingly, in the section on the essence of the 
intellect and its parts, al-Ghazall divides the parts of the rational faculty in 
keeping with the philosophical division beginning with the material intellect 
without, however, mentioning the philosophical terms. 37 

In al-Ghazall’s view, knowledge is the human being’s aim and the special 
attribute for which he was created; in pursuit of this, humans attain knowledge 
only by means of syllogistic reasoning. Knowledge serves as the primary instru¬ 
ment in the attainment of perfect happiness, and as such it is an essential part 
of one’s fife. 38 Al-Ghazall’s opinion of knowledge and its attainment accounts 
for his total rejection of imitative obedience ( taqlld ), whether of treatises or 
scholars. 39 His criticism of taqlld. is general, applying to traditional scholars, 
theologians and philosophers. 40 

The intellect also has the function of verifying prophecy; likewise, it dem¬ 
onstrates that prophets are the healers of souls and admits its inability to per¬ 
ceive what prophecy can perceive; in other words, the intellect leads people to 
prophecy. 41 Revelation cannot verify itself and be the source of its own author¬ 
ity; hence reason is an indispensable tool for this purpose. 42 

Al-Ghazall’s concept of causality also proves his rational approach to 
the phenomena in the world. In the theory of causality found in his non- 
philosophical works, al-Ghazall creates a combination of philosophy and 


3 5 Abrahamov, Studia Istamica 77 (1993), pp. 151b 

36 Ihya’, vol. r, p. 83. 

37 Ibid., p. 85. 

38 Ibid., pp. i4gf (referring to Ihya’, vol. in, p. i3f.). Ihya’, vol. ill, pp. 22, 283; cf. Sherif, 
Al-GhazdlTs Theory of Virtue, p. 12. 

39 Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, “Some Notes on the Term ‘Taqlld’ in the Writings of Al-Ghazzali,” 
in Studies in al-Ghazzall, pp. 488-502. 

40 Richard M. Frank, “Al-Ghazall on Taqlld. Scholars, Theologians, and Philosophers,” 
ZeitschrijiFur Geschichte Der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften 7 (1991/92), pp. 207-252. 

41 Al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, Dimashq 1934, p. 146. Richard Joseph McCarthy, Deliverance 
from Error: An Annotated Translation of al-Munkidh min al-dalal and Other Relevant Works 
of al-Ghazall, Louisville, Kentucky: Fons Vitae, 1980, p. 88. 

42 Hourani, Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics, Cambridge, 1985, ch. 11, p. 166. 
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religion, claiming that all parts of the world act in a rational way which can 
be anticipated; consequently, one can attain knowledge of the world. God’s 
predetermination does not mean the absence of rationality. It should be noted 
that this theory appears in the Ihyd 1 , Kitab al-Arba'In fi usul ad-din (a compen¬ 
dium of the Ihyd 1 ), and Al-Maqsad al-asna fi shark asma! Allah al-husna. 

As is natural, al-Ghazall could not enthusiastically embrace Aristotle’s logic 
without being influenced by Aristotle’s metaphysics and the teachings of the 
latter’s commentators. 43 This phenomenon is manifest in al-Ghazall’s discus¬ 
sion of divine love: 

Intellectual efforts play an important role in al-Ghazall’s theory of love. 
In that, he expresses a naturalistic stand which resembles the philoso¬ 
phers’. Advocating the possibility of happiness in this world, he empha¬ 
sizes, however, that the highest happiness man can achieve is in the 
world to come. The last happiness takes the form of a continuous love 
for God which never comes to an end because man’s knowledge of God 
increases forever. In combining love for God in this world and the world 
to come, al-Ghazall seems to reconcile the Aristotelian position of mun¬ 
dane happiness and the Neoplatonic position of the happiness of the 
soul. Al-Ghazall expresses the eros motif in Islamic dress. Man always has 
to aspire to perfection which is stated in terms of knowledge and spiritual 
pleasure. 44 

Needless to say, divine love (mahab bat Allah) is one of the stations in the fourth 
volume of the Ihyd!, and one has to emphasize that this is the ultimate goal of 
all stations. The other stations serve either as its preliminaries (repentance, for¬ 
bearance and asceticism) or its results (longing, intimacy and contentment). 45 

The most significant book of the Ihyd 1 relevant to our thesis of the ratio¬ 
nalization of Sufism is The Book of Syllogistic Thinking {Kitab at-Tafakkur). In 
the beginning of the section “The explanation of the real meaning of thinking 


43 Griffel, Al-GhazdlTs Philosophical Theology, p. 7. Leor Halevi, “The Theologian’s Doubts: 
Natural Philosophy and the Skeptical Games of Ghazali,” Journal of the History of 
Ideas 63 (2002), p. 20. Ayman Shihadeh, “From al-Ghazali to al-Razi: 6th/i2th Century 
Developments in Muslim Philosophical Theology,” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 15 
(2005), p. 149, n. 29. 

44 Binyamin Abrahamov, Divine Lave in Islamic Mysticism: The Teachings of al-Ghazali and 
al-Dabbagh, London and New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003, pp. 84f.; cf. T. J. Gianotti, 
Al-GhazalVs Unspeakable Doctrine of the Soul: Unveiling the Esoteric Psychology and 
Eschatology of the Ihya’, Leiden: Brill, 2001, pp. 12,121. 

45 Abrahamov, ibid., p. 42. 
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and its fruit” ( bayan haqlqat al-fikrwa-thamaratihi), al-Ghazall plainly defines 
thinking as bringing together two pieces of knowledge (premises) to conclude 
from them a third piece of knowledge. This syllogistic procedure is exempli¬ 
fied by the following syllogism: (x) that which is eternal is worthy of being 
preferred; (2) the world to come is eternal; (3) hence, it is worthy of being pre¬ 
ferred. No doubt, this way is better than the way of taqlid, that is, acceptance 
of the authoritative person’s view without rational discussion. 46 Naturally, 
the third knowledge may serve as the basis of another syllogism and hence the 
process may advance infinitely. Another significant notion is the way of the 
occurrence of syllogism; it sometimes occurs through divine light illuminating 
the heart by means of the inborn trait (fifra) of the human being. This is the 
way of the prophets; hence it is very rare. Generally, the process takes place 
as a product of study. At the end of Mishkat al-anwar, our author introduces 
Ibrahim, the patriarch, as using the gradual way of attaining syllogism and the 
Prophet Muhammad as doing so in one stroke. 47 

In al-Ghazali’s view, tafakkur is the key to and foundation of all good 
things, because its fruit is knowledge. When knowledge exists in the heart, the 
state of the heart changes and as a result the acts of the limbs also change. 
Consequently, al-Ghazall states that all depends on syllogistic thinking, which 
is preferable to remembrance ( tadhakkur ); the latter is defined as bringing 
about only two premises, while syllogism includes remembrance and more 
than that, that is, the final result. In like manner, remembrance of the heart is 
better than the acts of the limbs. Hence, tafakkur is better than the sum of all 
acts. 48 Now, since tafakkur is the foundation of all good things, it is the basis 
of all the stations. One should note that every station ( maqdm ) is composed 
of knowledge, state and act ( 'ilm, hat and 'amal). This is a revolutionary idea 
which ascribes to syllogistic reasoning the foundation of mysticism both in 
theory and in practice. Al-Ghazall plainly expresses this idea. 

In the section entitled “The explanation of the application of syllogistic 
thinking” ( bayan majdrl L-fikr), al-Ghazall states that this kind of reasoning 
applies both to matters regarding religion and matters which have no connec¬ 
tion with religion. Naturally, he deals with the first part, which concerns the 
relationship between the human being and God. Tafakkur applies to two issues 
regarding God: (1) His essence, attributes and names; and (2) His acts, rule and 


46 Ihya’, vol. iv, p. 425. 

47 Ibid., p. 426. Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali’s Supreme Way,” pp. 161-165. 

48 Ihya\ vol. iv, pp. 426f. 
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kingdom and all that is in the heaven and on the earth and in between. 49 In 
the human being tafakkur also applies to two issues: (1) what God loves, that is, 
good human attributes and acts; and (2) what God detests, that is, evil human 
attributes and acts. In other words, this thinking applies to the divine com¬ 
mandments and prohibitions and to destructive attributes ( sijat muhlikat) and 
to rescuing attributes (sifat munjtydt ). 50 Consequently, one can safely conclude 
that the whole Ihya’ - composed of ‘ ibadat (acts of devotion), ‘ adat (manners), 
muhlikat and munjtydt - is founded on tafakkur . 51 

Furthermore, when reading the Qur’an one should use the device of tafak¬ 
kur, because the Qur’an contains all stations, all states, and healing for all 
people; behind every verse lay infinite mysteries (tahta kutl kalima asrar la 
tanhasir). The same procedure applies to the Tradition. 52 Moreover, syllogism, 
which is a natural part of the human process of thinking, appears in the Qur’an, 
as al-Ghazall proves in al-Qistas al-mustaqlm. Hence, two consequences arise: 
a. the justification for using this device in theology because it is found in the 
Qur’an; and b. no contradiction arises between reason and revelation, inas¬ 
much as the Sacred Book contains both. Applying syllogistic methods enables 
humans to discover hidden meanings contained in the Qur’anic text, and also 
syllogistic thought patterns promote spiritual ascent, which in turn brings 
about closeness to God. 53 Speaking from the standpoint of hermeneutics, in 
Faysal at-tafrlqa bayn al-islam wa-z-zandaqa, al-Ghazall mainly uses syllogistic 
logic as the basis of his arguments. 54 Also, it is important to note that rational 
considerations, not always syllogistic, which arrive at rational impossibilities 
in the apparent meaning of a verse ( zahir ), allow deviation from this meaning, 
thus enabling metaphorical interpretation ( majaz). 55 

Finally, the highest aim of tafakkur is to build the innermost part of the 
mystic (7 marat al-batln) so that he will be worthy of coming close to God and 
even to the point of being annihilated in Him ( fanaj. No doubt, al-Ghazall 


49 Al-Ghazall devotes a long chapter (ibid., pp. 435-448) to explaining how to contemplate 
God’s creation ( bayan kayfiyyat at-tafakkurfi khatq Allah ta’ala). This chapter can be sub¬ 
sumed under the title of al-Ghazali’s argument from design. 

50 Ibid., pp. 427-430. 

51 Cf. Sherif, Al-GhazalTs Theory of Virtue, p. 121. 

52 Ibid., p. 431; cf. Griffel, Al-GhazalVs Philosophical Theology, p. n5 and also Nicholas Heer, 
“Abu Hamid al-Ghazali’s Esoteric Exegesis of the Koran,” in The Heritage of Sufism, ed. 
Leonard Lewisohn, vol. 1, Oxford: Oneworld, 1999, p. 244. 

53 Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an, pp. 81-101. 

54 Ibid., pp. 16,26. For the rational impossibility of Qur’an 16:40, see ibid., pp. s8f. 

55 Ibid., pp. 33f. As Whittingham rightly states there are two other meanings of majaz (ibid., 
PP- 34f); however, these are not relevant to our discussion. 
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sees reason as being the principal means of the mystics. In the context of deal¬ 
ing with the famous dictum “whoever knows his soul (self) knows his Lord,” 
al-Ghazall obviously connects reason with mystical experience and revela¬ 
tion saying “if you are among the people of reason (or intellect, baslra ), 56 you 
enter among the people of mystical experience and revelation” (ahl adh- 
dhawq wa-l-mushahada ). 57 He reiterates this notion in Kitab al-Imldffiishkdldt 
al-ihya’ (The Book of Dictation Regarding the Difficulties in the Ihya’), which was 
written as a response to criticism raised against the Ihya 3 , saying, “as for the 
traveling and the way, we mean by them the traveling of the heart through 
the device of discursive reasoning (d/at al-fikr) in the way of the intelligibles 
(ft tarlq al-ma’qulat )." 58 Al-Ghazall believes that in comparison to other 
devices “rational knowledge is capable of giving a better and more objective 
account of the spiritual experience.” 59 

It is clear that this is the way of the elite as shown in Kitab ash-Shukr, in 
which al-Ghazall plainly states that there are two ways to know that which 
God loves. The first is the way based on Qur’anic verses and traditions and 
the second rests on reason ( basirat al-qalb) and is explained in terms of con¬ 
templation of creation in order to know God’s wisdom and hence His will; 
knowing His will, one knows that which God loves or hates. The second way 
is open only to the elite, and therefore God bestows the Sacred Text and the 


56 Al-Ghazali calls the intellect by several names: qalb (literally: heart), rub (literally: spirit), 
nafs (soul) and 'aql (intellect). Although these four terms have different denotations, they 
all share one idea, which is the subtle power of perceiving things as they really are. Ihya’, 
vol. in, pp. 3-5. For the appearance of baslra in the meaning of intellect see, for example, 
ibid., vol. 1, p. 88; Gianotti, Al-Ghazalts Unspeakable Doctrine of the Soul, p. 125. 

57 Kitab at-Arba'inftusul ad-din, Cairo, 1925, pp. 143!. 

58 Ihya’, vol. v, p. 15,1.3 from the bottom. Most of Kitab al-Imla’ deals with the beginning of 
Kitab at-Tawhldwa-t-tawakkul, in which al-Ghazall enumerates the four kinds of people 
who unify God. 

59 Sherif, Al-Ghazati’s Theory of Virtue, p. 107. For the reaction of Muslim scholars to 
al-Ghazali’s rational approach to mysticism see, ibid., n. 4. For example, the greatest 
mystic of Islam, Muhyi d-Din Ibn al- c Arabi states in his al-Futuhat al-makkiyya, Beirut, 
1999 (vol. v, p. 116): “The opponents of the Folk of the Real hold that the servant’s rea¬ 
son can give him knowledge of some - though not all - of the ways to gain nearness 
(qurba ) to God. But there is nothing true in this statement, since no one knows the path 
which brings about nearness to God and bestows endless felicity upon the servant except 
him who knows what is in the Self of the Real. And none of God's creatures knows that 
except through God's giving knowledge of it” ( The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-‘Arabi’s 
Metaphysics of Imagination, trans. by William Chittick, New York: State University of New 
York Press, 1989, p. 171). 
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traditions on those who cannot exercise rational thinking. 60 Loyal to his 
elitism, 61 al-Ghazali states elsewhere that the stratum of the believers is infe¬ 
rior to that of the knowers, because the name “believer” applies to the one who 
blindly follows others ( muqallid). In light of what we have said above, it is thus 
no wonder that knowledge is the first favor God bestows on the human being 
for which he should thank Him 62 

To sum up, there are a variety of positions: there is the idea that reason 
occupies the first place in al-Ghazall’s mystical teachings; in contrast, one may 
believe that he espouses two ways in dealing with mystical notions, the tradi¬ 
tional and the rational; it is also possible to believe that he vacillates between 
the two ways, sometimes inclining toward the traditional and other times 
toward the rational way. Whatever the case, it is obvious that rational thinking, 
more precisely discursive reasoning, occupies a significant place in his writings 
in contrast to the position of reason in the writings of the earlier Sufis. 

Did al-Ghazall’s approach influence later Sufis? In Ayman Shihadeh’s view, 
there are some similarities, skepticism being among them, between al-Ghazall’s 
acceptance of Sufism and Fakhr ad-DIn ar-RazI’s (d. 1210/606) turning to 
Sufism at the end of his life. 63 For our purposes, the following is instructive: 
“In the Matalib , 64 al-Razi indicates that spiritually advanced individuals should 
seek guidance in rational theology to interpret, contextualize and assess their 
spiritual experiences critically, which otherwise could lead into serious error.” 65 
This paragraph is reminiscent of al-Ghazali’s approach to the function of the 
intellect as indicated above. 

Also, ar-Razi introduces four kinds of individuals who seek the spiritual way: 
(a) those who seek the spiritual experience through delving into metaphysical 
contemplation; (b) those who have an inborn inclination toward mysticism; 
(c) those who combine a natural tendency with metaphysical discussion; 
and (d) those who adhere to the mystical way through learning from others. 66 
It is very significant that the first seekers are those who engage in rational 


60 Iliya’, vol. iv ( Kitab ash-Shukr), pp. got. 

61 Al-Ghazali clearly states that God's wisdom is found in prophets, scholars and righteous 
rulers - all the rest are barbarians who cannot have wisdom; ibid., p. 98. 

62 Ibid., p. 99. 

63 Ayman Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” in Sufism and 
Theology, ed. Ayman Shihadeh, Edinburgh University Press, 2007, p. 118. 

64 Ar-Razi, Al-Matalib al-'aliya min al-’ilm al-ilahl, ed. Ahmad Hijazi as-Saqqa, Beirut, 1987, 
vol. 1, part 1, p. 58. 

65 Shihadeh, “The Mystic and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” p. n5. 

66 Ar-Razi, Sharh al-isharatwa-t-tanbihat, Cairo, 1907, vol. 11, p. 111. Shihadeh, ibid. 
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thinking. Moreover, in what corresponds to al-Ghazall’s theory of divine love, 67 
ar-Razi sees knowledge and the love of God connected as a cause and an effect, 
respectively. 68 

We also encounter some parallels between al-Ghazall and another eminent 
scholar: the greatest mystic of Islam, Muhyl d-Din Ibn al-‘ArabI (d. 1240/637). 69 
Although Ibn al-Arabi censures al-Ghazall for adhering to the notion that 
knowledge of the sciences should precede the mystical way, 70 he seems to 
adopt some of al-Ghazall’s ideas regarding the use of reason. Ibn al-Arabi 
views the cosmos as structured in keeping with rational considerations; hence, 
in order to know the world, and in order to know God - whose existence, unity 
and attributes are proven by signs in the cosmos - one should use reason. 

Reason also affirms the authority of religion and God’s transcendence. Using 
rational arguments, Ibn al-Arabi rejects the Ash'arite concept of attributes 
which are added to God’s essence, claiming that the attributes are relation¬ 
ships. That God is the necessary existent by virtue of Himself is also proven by 
rational arguments. 71 In sum, Ibn al-Arabfs reliance on reason is very similar 
to his reliance on revelation, and the two devices, when joined together, pro¬ 
duce a full picture of knowledge of the cosmos. 

These two examples of possible Ghazallan impact on later mystics are 
inconclusive and only point to the probability of finding parallels between 
al-Ghazalfs teachings and the teachings of others. As for al-Ghazall himself, 
he undoubtedly formulated a new kind of mysticism whose ingredients are 
rational contemplation (including philosophical and theological notions), rev¬ 
elation, and tradition. Al-Ghazall produces not only a compromise between 
orthodox Islam and Sufism, but also between Sufism and rational thinking. In 
so doing, he seems to pave the way for later generations. 


67 Abrahamov, Divine Love, pp. 42-86. 

68 Ar-Razi, Sharh al-ishdrdtwa-t-tanbihdt, Cairo, 1907, vol. n, pp. io8f. Shihadeh, “The Mystic 
and the Sceptic in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,” p. n7. 

69 Abrahamov, “Ibn al-Arabi’s Attitude toward al-Ghazall,” in Avicenna and His Legacy: A 
Golden Age of Science and Philosophy, ed. Y. Tzvi Langermann, Tumhout, Belgium: Brepols 
Publishers, 2010. 

70 Ibid., pp. 113-115. 

71 Abrahamov, “Ibn al-Arabfs Theory of Knowledge,” Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi 
Society 42 (2007), II, pp. 9-22. 
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Revelation, Sciences and Symbolism 

Al-Ghazall’s Jawahir al-Qur’an 
Georges Tamer 


1 Introduction 

It is no surprise that Abu Hamid al-Ghazali would dedicate remarkable intel¬ 
lectual endeavors to the hermeneutics of the Qur’an. Held in Islam to be 
God’s speech revealed to the prophet Muhammad in order to lead humans to 
their well-being, the Qur’an enjoys a pivotal position in the mind of Muslims 
throughout ages. Specifically Islamic disciplines, such as fiqh (jurisprudence), 
kaldrn (theology) and tasawwuf (mysticism), are based on the rock of this 
scripture; extensive works have been authored to analyze its philological phe¬ 
nomena and explain its meanings; and great thinkers of the classical period 
of Islamic theology and philosophy made considerable intellectual efforts in 
order to harmonize its anthropomorphic expressions with the requirements 
of reason. Al-Ghazali, who introduced Aristotelian logic into jurisprudence 
and saved no effort to essentially connect rationality, on one side, with mys¬ 
ticism, on the other, vigorously included Qur’anic statements in his writings, 
granting, thus, his ideas and arguments Qur’anic foundation. Qur’anic author¬ 
ity and rational arguments obviously concurred in his mind. He also delivered 
his own contribution to the extensive debate regarding the permissibility and 
limitations of the allegorical interpretation of seemingly irrational statements 
of the Qur’an. The dedicated Sufi al-Ghazali, however, in his late years, was 
no more primarily concerned with the issue of how Muslims would correctly 
interpret their Holy Book; his main concern was rather how they would live 
in accordance with it: Here, the right understanding of the Qur’an proves as 
an important prerequisite for a spiritual life in harmony with this scripture. 
Accordingly, al-Ghazall’s magnum opus Ihya ’ 'ulum ad-din, The Revival of the 
Religious Sciences, can be reckoned as a prolific work of Sufi religious psychol¬ 
ogy, firmly established on the Qur’an, illustrating practical dimensions of spiri¬ 
tual life, with the aim of guiding the believer to experience bliss in the afterlife. 
However, al-Ghazali’s engagement with the Qur’an is multi-facetted. In some of 
his later writings, he undertakes Sufi interpretations of Qur’anic passages the 
most intriguing of which is included in Mishkat al-anwar, The Niche of Lights, a 
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highly speculative, distinctly Neoplatonic analysis of the Light Verse Q. 24:35. 1 
In al-Qistas al-mustaqlm, The Just Balance, he derives - although obviously in 
an artificial way - logical syllogisms out of the Qur’anic text. 2 

Among al-Ghazall’s writings which intensively deal with the Qur’an, the 
treatise Jawahir al-Qur’an wa-duraruhu, The Jewels of the Qur’an and its Pearls, 
proves unique in its structure, terminology and hermeneutical approach. 3 
Its major part consists of Qur’anic selections. Its language is highly symbolic 
utilizing alchemistic terms; therein al-Ghazall divides the Qur’anic text into 
ten categories which correlate with several religious sciences, and classifies 
Qur’anic passages as more, others as less important. Furthermore, al-Ghazall 
unfolds in the present context a mature Sufi view of the Qur’an in an attempt to 
bring reason and revelation together. The hermeneutical approach al-Ghazall 
presents here is, in my view, the alternative he suggests in reply to the way 
how both the traditional disciplines of exegesis ( tafsir), kalam- theology and 
jurisprudence, on one side, and an esoteric reading of the Qur’an advocated 


1 Abu Hamid al-Ghazall, Mishkat al-anwar wa-misfat al-asrar, edited, introduced, and anno¬ 
tated by Abd al- c Aziz c Izz ad-Din as-Sayrawan, Beirut: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1407/1986 lAl-Ghazzatl's 
Mishkat al-Anwar (“The Niche of Lights"). ATranslation with Introduction by W. H. T. Gairdner, 
London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1924; al-Ghazall, The Niche of Lights, Mishkat al-anwar. A par¬ 
allel English-Arabic text translated, introduced, and annotated by David Buchman, Provo, 
Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1998. See Scott Gardner's contribution in the present 
volume. 

2 Abu Hamid al-Ghazall, al-Qistas al-mustaqim, edited by Victor Chelhot, Beirut: Imprimerie 
Catholique, 1959; Al-Ghazali, The just Balance. A Translation with Introduction and Notes by 
D. P. Brewster, Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1978. 

3 Two editions of the text are used in this study. The primary one is: Jawahir al-Qur’an wa- 
duraruhu li-hujjat al-Islam Abi Hamid Muhammad bin Muhammad al-Ghazall, edited 
by Khadija Muhammad Kamil, reviewed by ‘Iffat ash-Sharqawi, Cairo: Dar al-Kutub wa-1- 
Watha’iq al-Qawmiyya, 1432/2011, later indicated to in this article with (K). The text of 
this edition is compared with: Jawahir al-Qur’an, edited by Salim Shams ad-DIn, Beirut: 
Al-Maktaba al-Asriyya, 2006/1427, later indicated to with (S). This edition is identical with 
an earlier edition of the text: Jawahir al-Qur’an wa-duraruhu, edited by Lijnat Ihya’ at-Turath 
al-‘Arabi, Dar al-Afaq al-Jadlda, 6. Edition, 1411/1990. If nothing else mentioned, page num¬ 
bers refer to the Cairo edition. 

Two English translations of the work are available: The Jewels of the Qur’an. Al-Ghazali’s 
Theory. A translation with an introduction and annotation, of al-Ghazali's Kitab Jawahir 
al-Qur’an by Muhammad Abul Quasem, Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 1977, 
and Al-Ghazzali, Jewels of the Quran, edited by Laleh Bakhtiar, Chicago: Great Books of the 
Islamic World, 2009. This translation shows, unfortunately, numerous inaccuracies, which 
renders it unreliable. All quotations are my translation, partially based on Quasem's transla¬ 
tion. Numbers following the backslash refer to Quasem’s translation. 
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by the Batinites, on the other side, dealt with the Qur’an; the intrinsic connec¬ 
tion between the Qur’an and sciences he develops in the Jewels in result of this 
hermeneutics is, finally, his response to the conception of rational sciences in 
Islamic philosophy. 

Despite its unique status in al-Ghazall’s oeuvre, Jawahir al-Qur’an has not 
yet been given the scholarly attention it deserves. 4 Therefore, the present study 
aspires to fill a gap in contemporary scholarship on al-Ghazall. I am particu¬ 
larly interested in the first part of the Jccwahir. Therein, al-Ghazall employs a 
highly symbolic language in his treatment of the Qur’an, establishing, thus, 
a distinct hermeneutical approach to the scripture which appears, in result, 
as a stimulus for the believer not only to acquire religious knowledge, but to seek 
scientific knowledge, as well. After giving an overview on the nature, formal 
structure and date of authorship of the treatise (2), I will present al-Ghazall’s 
richly symbolic treatment of the Qur’an (3); in the following section (4) I will 
discuss his theory about the emergence of sciences from this scripture. In the 
fifth section (5) I will display aspects of al-Ghazall’s rationality, as they are 
manifested in the Jewels, and present this book as al-Ghazali’s response to the 
philosophers’, particularly Ibn Slna’s division of rational sciences. Concluding 
remarks (6) provide a critical assessment of al-GhazalTs views in this treatise. 


2 Structure and Possible Date of Authorship 

In Jawahir al-Qur’an, al-Ghazall seems to address a novice, a person who is still 
at the beginning of his Sufi carrier. It could originally be an epistle written in 
response to an inquiry sent to al-Ghazall by this person in a letter. 5 Its clear 


4 To my knowledge, it was in recent scholarship solely the famous Egyptian scholar Nasr Hamid 
Abu Zayd (1943-2010) who, in the due course of developing his hermeneutical approach 
to the Qur’an, subjected Jawahir al-Qur’an to a critical discussion: Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, 
Mafhum an-nass. Dirdsa ft ’ulum al-Qur’an, 3rd Ed., Beirut: Al-Markaz ath-Thaqafi 1-ArabI, 
1996, pp. 243-311; id., An-Nass, as-sulta, al-haqiqa, 2nd Ed., Beirut: Al-Markaz ath-Thaqafi 
1-ArabI, 1997, pp. 194-212. Martin Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an. One book, many 
meanings, London and New York: Routledge, 2007, especially pp. 43-48, 67-80, discusses 
briefly al-Ghazalfs hermeneutical theory and its application in the exegesis of Qur’anic 
passages. 

5 In chapter 8 of the Jawahir, al-Ghazall warns his addressee not to attempt to acquire knowl¬ 
edge about the relationship of the world of dominion and the world of perception “by means 
of correspondence” ( bi-l-mukdtaba wa-L-murdsala), but by means of “spiritual struggle and 
piety” {min bab al-mujahada wa-t-taqwa), p. 92/56. It should also be mentioned that verbs in 
the second person plural are used throughout the text 
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structure reflects the educational purpose behind it. The treatise is divided into 
three parts. The first part deals with “introductory matters and prolegomena” 
(al-muqaddimat wa-s-sawabiq); it consists of nineteen chapters. 6 In this part, 
al-Ghazall develops a hermeneutical approach to the Qur’an using symbolic 
expressions and connecting the revealed text to religious and secular sciences. 
The second part is on “the purposes” ( al-maqasid ) of the treatise; it consists of 
“the pith of the verses of the Qur’an” ( lubab ayat al-Qur’an), which are divided 
into two sections corresponding to “two types” ( namatani) of verses. The first 
section includes verses which deal with “the essence of God [...], especially 
His attributes and acts.” This part is on “theoretical knowledge” ( huwa at-qism 
at- ’ilml). It contains 783 selected verses of the Qur’an beginning with the first 
Sura 1 and ending with Sura 112. Al-Ghazall describes the verses included in this 
section as “jewels” ( jawahir ). The second section comprises the verses which 
are “revealed to describe the straight path ( as-sirat aL-mustaqlm) and to urge 
[the people] to follow it. This is the practical part” (huwa al-qism al-’amalt) of 
the selection; its contents are called “pearls” ( durar ). It consists of 786 selected 
verses beginning with the first five verses of Sura 2 and ending with Sura 114. 7 
In a short conclusion, al-Ghazall declares that he limited his selection to only 
these two categories of verses with the purpose of inciting the awareness of 
the reader to obtain from the “jewels” the light of theoretical knowledge, and 
to pursue, based on the “pearls,” the straight path of action, due to the fact that 
“faith is based both on knowledge and action.” 8 


6 Jawahir, p. 63/15. Nineteen is the number of the hell's guardians according to Q 74:3of. Cf. for 
further information: Franz Rosenthal, “Nineteen,” in: Analecia Biblica 12 (1959): 304-318. 

7 This amounts to 1569 selected verses, almost 25% of the whole Qur’an. As the act of selection 
itself is a hermeneutical act, the investigation of al-Ghazali's bipartite collection of Qur’anic 
verses could shed new light on his Qur’anic hermeneutics. 

8 Jawahir, 111/87. In al-Mustasfa min 'ilm al-usul, ed. M. S. al-Ashqar, 2 Vols., Beirut: Mu’assasat 
ar-Risala, 1417/1997, Vol. 1, p. 33, al-Ghazall mentions Jawahir al-Qur’an together with lhya’ 
'ulum ad-din and Kimiya’as-sa’ada as works dedicated to “the science of the path to the here¬ 
after and the knowledge of the inner mysteries of religion” (’ilm tariq al-akhira wa-ma’rifat 
asrar ad-din al-batina). He classifies these three books according to length stating that the 
lhya’ is the most extensive one ( basita ), the Kimiya’ of intermediate length ( wasita ) and 
the Jawahir is compendious ( wajiza ). Alexander Treiger, “Al-Ghazali's Classifications of the 
Sciences and Descriptions of the Highest Theoretical Science,” in: Dcvan. Disiplinlerarasi 
Qati§malar Dergisi, cilt 16 sayi 30 (2on/i), xx-xx: 1-32, p. 27, n. 75, observes that these books 
parallel al-Ghazali’s “trilogy on Jiqh the extensive Basit, the intermediate Wasit, and the 
compendious Wajiz. He assumes that this “parallel is probably not accidental in a work writ¬ 
ten for specialists in Jiqh." 
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The third major part of the book contains “the appendages” ( al-lawdhiq) 
which determine “the aims” ( al-maqasid) related to the selected verses. 
Although connected to Jawdhir al-Qur’an, this text is, according to the author’s 
own statement, to be treated as a separate book called Kitab al-Arba ln fiusul 
ad-cLin (The Book of Forty on the Principles of Religion). This is obviously a sum¬ 
mary of IhydJ ’ulum ad-din; it consists of four parts, including “the important 
matters of Qur’anic sciences” ( al-muhimmat min ’ulum al-Qur’ari). In the first 
part, forms of knowledge (al-ma’drlf) are discussed; in the second part, “the 
outer deeds” ( al-a’mal az-zahira ); in the third part, “the discarded ethical atti¬ 
tudes” ( al-akhlaq al-madhmuma); and in the fourth part, “the laudable ethi¬ 
cal attitudes” ( al-akhlaq al-mamduha). Each one of the four parts contains ten 
religious principles (usu. 1). 9 

Jawdhir al-Qur‘an belongs to the late period of al-Ghazall’s writing career. 
A late date of authorship is confirmed through an assessment of its language 
and contents and through the fact that al-Ghazall mentions in this book sev¬ 
eral of his previous works as we will see below. Furthermore, the book includes 
an autobiographical note in which al-Ghazall refers to his way of life before 
he dedicated himself to Sufism. 10 Recent attempts to date al-Ghazall’s writ¬ 
ings chronologically agree that Jawdhir al-Qur’an was written at some point 
between 1102/495 and al-GhazalTs resuming of teaching in NIshapur 1106/499. * 11 
However, towards the end of the treatise, al-Ghazall makes a statement which 


9 Jawdhir, 66f. The abovementioned edition of Jawdhir al-Qur’an prepared by Khadlja M. 
Kamil includes Kitab al-Arba’in, pp. 193-459, as the editor considers it the third part of the 
Jawdhir. Otherwise, both treatises have been edited and published as two separate books. 
Earlier editions of Kitab al-Arba’in: Kitab al-Arba’in ft usul al-din, ed. by Muhyi ad-DIn 
Sabri 1-Kurdi, Cairo: Al-Matba‘a al- c Arabiyya, 1344, and an edition done by Muhammad 
Muhammad Jabir, Cairo: Maktabat al-Jundl, 1964. A partial English translation: Ghazali 
on the Principles of Islamic Spirituality: Selections from Forty Foundations of Religion, anno¬ 
tated and explained by Aaron Spevack, Vermont: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2011. 

10 Jawdhir, p. 96/63. 

11 George Hourani, “A Revised Chronology of Ghazali's Writings,” in: Journal of the American 
Oriental Society 104 (1984): 289-302, p. 299; Alexander Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in 
Islamic Thought. Al-Ghazali’s theory of mystical cognition and its Avicennian foundation, 
Routledge, 2012, p. 12, assumes that “Jawdhir was written in or shortly after 495/1101-2.” 
Treiger does not include al-Maqsad al-asna fi sharh asma’ Allah al-husna (The Loftiest 
Goal in Explicating the Meanings of God’s Most Beautiful Names ) in the list of books 
al-Ghazall refers to in Jawdhir. p. 105/77. Abd ar-Rahman Badawi, Mu’allajdt al-Ghazali, 
2nd Edition, Kuwait: Wakalat al-matbu c at, 1977, pp. 143-148, does not suggest for Jawdhir 
any date of authorship. 

The Kuwaiti scholar Fahd Salim Khalil ar-Rashid has recently published the book I’rab 
al-Qur’an attributed to the Abbasid philologist az-Zajjaj (d. 923/309) as Jami c al-‘Ulum 
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may help dating its completion around or shortly after September 1106/ 
Muharram 500, when Isma'ilites assassinated the vizier Fakhr al-Mulk who put 
al-Ghazall under pressure to resume teaching in NIshapur. 12 Wondering how 
people could keep distracted from preparing “the ship of rescue” for them¬ 
selves and others, although they are aware of the eschatological danger of this 
attitude, al-Ghazall adds as an important reason why one has to be prepared 
that “God let the country be shadowed by a tyrannical power ( sultan an qdhir an ) 
which wants to raid into it, kill some of the people and enthrone others.” 13 This 
statement about life threatening political chaos with strong consequences 
affecting the rulers and urging people to renounce the world and concentrate 
on the Hereafter could contain an allusion to the murder of Fakhr al-Mulk for 
whom al-Ghazall was a mentor. 14 


3 Qur'anic Hermeneutics and Symbolism 

From the beginning of the treatise on, al-Ghazall deploys a highly metaphoric 
language to describe the Qur'an. In a strong rhetorical manner, he critically 
addresses those who recite the Qur'an extensively, “have its study as occupa¬ 
tion” and grasp only “some of its apparent meanings and sentences”: 

How long will you wander on the shore of the sea, closing your eyes to the 
wonders of the meanings of the Qur’an? Has the time not come for you to 
sail to the midst of these meanings in order to see their wonders, travel to 
their islands and pluck their delicacies, or rather to dive into their depth, 
so that you become wealthy by obtaining their jewels? Don’t you harm 
yourself by being deprived of their pearls and jewels, as you remain look¬ 
ing at their shores and outward appearances ( zawahiriha )? 15 


al-Baquli ‘All bin al-Hussain al-Isbahani's (d. 542/1147) book titled Jawahir al-Qufdn, 
Alger: Dar al-Ja’iza, 2012. 

12 Frank Griffel, Al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 53. 
Cf. farther: Farouk Mitha, Al-Ghazall and the Ismailis. A Debate on Reason and Authority in 
Medieval Islam, London/New York: L. B. Tauris in association with The Institute of Ismaili 
Studies, 2001. 

13 Jawahir, no/85. 

14 Kenneth Garden, “Coming Down from the Mountaintop: Al-Ghazali's Autobiographical 
Writings in Context,” in: The Muslim World 101 (2011): 581-596, p. 594f. 

15 Jawahir, 67k/19. Although the addressee is in the second person singular, the speech may 
be understood as a general statement, not directed to a particular person. 
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In this emphatic introduction, al-Ghazall depicts the person who merely deals 
with the verbal text of the Qur'an, without exploring its inner meanings, as a 
person who wanders on the shore, while intentionally closing his eyes. Instead, 
hidden aspects of the Qur’an become accessible to the reader whose aim is 
to penetrate to the deep meanings of the Qur’anic text. For al-Ghazall, this 
is the way how Sufis read the Qur’an; their interpretation of the Qur’an is, in 
the Jewels as well as elsewhere, 16 preferred to the traditional way of exegesis. 
However, in the present context, the metaphoric description of the Qur’an as a 
sea bears ideas that obviously go beyond al-Ghazali’s earlier discussion of the 
external rules and internal activities ( a‘mdl al-batiri) required while reciting 
the Qur’an, in the eighth book of the Ikya\ 

Al-Ghazali’s language is paradoxical; on one hand, he urges the reader to 
approach the book and investigate its depth and various parts, while the image 
of the sea used to describe the Qur’an stands for the incomprehensible depth 
of God’s book and the extreme diversity of its contents that are inexplorable 
to the human mind, on the other. 17 However, the activity people are urged to 
undertake is a duty worthy to be pursued; it promises to be extremely reward¬ 
ing, as the Qur’an is the source of “the knowledge of the ancients and the mod¬ 
erns” (‘ ilm al-awwalln wa-l-dkhirln). In order to indicate their high, though 
different, values, al-Ghazall compares the various forms of knowledge waiting 
to be discovered in the Qur’an to alchemistic materials and precious stones. 
His stated aim of this treatise is to guide the reader “to the manner of the jour¬ 
ney, diving and swimming,” which allows the reader to obtain forms of knowl¬ 
edge hidden in the Qur’an. 18 

Al-Ghazall uses the names of red sulfur, jewels and precious materials in 
order to depict the forms of knowledge preserved in the Qur’an and rank them 
according to their value. He declares these names as “descriptive allegories 
(isti’drat rasmiyya ) 19 with underlying hidden symbols and signs (wa-tahtaha 
rumuz wa-isharat khajtyya )" 20 In agreement with an important principle of 


16 Cf. Abu Hamid al-Ghazall, Ihya‘ ’ulum ad-din, ed. c Abd al-Mu’ti Amin Qal'ajT, 2nd Ed., 
Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2004, 5 volumes, Book 8: Kitab Addb tilawat al-Qur’an, last chapter, 
vol. 1, pp. 362-389. English: Muhammad Abul Quasem, The Recitation and Interpretation 
of the Qur’an. Al-Ghazali’s Theory (London etc.: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982, rep. 1984) 
and in: Muhammad Abul Quasem, “Al-Ghazall in Defense of Sufistic Interpretation of the 
Qur’an,” in -.Islamic Culture 53 (1979): 63-86, especially pp. 68-79. 

17 Cf.Q 18:109. 

18 Jawahir, p. 68/20. 

19 I decided for the text variant “isti’arat rasmiyya" (S) instead of ‘‘isti’drat wa-tasmiya" (K), 
which means “allegories and nomination.” 

20 Jawahir, p. 87/49. 
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Sufi hermeneutics of the Qur'an, al-Ghazall states that “there is no word [of the 
verses containing knowledge of God and the right path leading to Him] with¬ 
out an underlying symbol and a sign to a hidden meaning, which are known 
to those who are aware of the analogy and correspondence ( al-muwdzana 
wa-l-munasaba) between the world of possession and perception ( 'dlam al- 
mulk wa-sh-shahada) and the unseen world of dominion ('a/am al-ghayb 
wa-l-malakut) ” 21 

Considering the words of the Qur’an as symbols and signs, which bear hid¬ 
den meanings in regard to God’s essence, attributes and acts as well as to the 
path leading to Him, corresponds to al-Ghazall’s bi-partite spiritual cosmology. 
According to it, every existent in the world of perception ( ‘dlam ash-shahada) 
“is an icon ( mithal ) of a spiritual matter in the world of dominion.” Understood 
as an image of an unseen spiritual matter, an object of perception reflects 
the “quintessence and meaning” of this matter (ka’annahu huwa fi ruhihi 
wa-ma’nahu)" although it does not resemble it in regard “to its form and shape 
(wa-laysa hicwa huwafi suratihika-qalibihi)" The physical icon in the world of 
perception functions as “an ascending ladder ( mirqat) to the spiritual meaning 
which is from that world.” 22 

Perceived as a totality of icons, the physical world appears as a medium of 
ascension to the spiritual world. As such, it resembles the peel (al-qishr); there 
is no way to reach the core ( al-lubb ) but through it. Similarly, there is no way 
to reach the spiritual world but through the physical world. Al-Ghazall com¬ 
pares the connection between the existents in the world of perception and the 
existents in the spiritual world to events seen in dreams and reflecting real¬ 
ity in the world. 23 In order to illustrate how things in both worlds share com¬ 
mon essential qualities, al-Ghazall refers to revealing the truth through dream 
interpretation. 24 For instance, a man who dreamt of himself sealing mouths of 
men and vaginas was told by Ibn Sirin that he was a person who called out to 
prayer before dawn in Ramadan, proclaiming the beginning of a new fasting 
day and thus prohibiting food and sexual intercourse. 25 Al-Ghazall concludes 
that the act of “sealing mouths and vaginas shares with the call for prayer 
before dawn the quintessence (ruh) of the seal, which is prohibition,” although 
both acts differ regarding the form. 26 


21 Jawahir, p. 88 / 49. 

22 Jawahir, p. 88/49. 

23 Jawahir, p. 88/49. 

24 Jawahir, p. 88f./5o. 

25 This and similar examples are abbreviated in Mishkdt al-anwar, (ed. Buchman, p. 29). 

26 Jawahir, p. 89/50. 
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The real meanings of matters of “the world of dominion” ( 'dlam al-malakut) 
are not explicitly presented in the Qur’an, but “through allegories” ( bi-amthila ) 
taken from “the world of perception” ( 'dlam ash-shahada ). 27 Al-Ghazall gives 
two reasons for the necessity of allegorization in the Qur’an, which are not 
related to the nature of the text itself, but to the situation of its reader from a 
Sufi point of view: 

x. The first reason for allegorical depicting of heavenly matters in the Qur’an 

is that the state of life in this world resembles the state of sleep. “People 
are asleep; they wake up when they die.” 28 Therefore, matters of “the 
Unseen” ( al-ghayb) which are kept in the “Preserved Tablet” ( al-lccwh 
al-mahfuz) are not revealed to the humans in this state but allegorically 
“by means of icons (ilia bi-l-mithdl)" When people die, they become 
aware of “the realities and the spirits” of the allegories, “and they know 
that those allegories were peels and shells for those spirits”. 29 
2. Secondly, allegories are important because the readers of the Qur’an, 
when they concentrate “on the sensuous” ( al-hiss ), think that “there is no 
other meaning of it but the imagined one ( al-mutakhayyal ),” thus neglect¬ 
ing the spiritual. On the contrary, allegorization allows people to perceive 
and comprehend heavenly matters in this life according to their ability of 
perception. In order to get to this point, one has to cut off the relationship 
to the material world and reach a high level of asceticism “through spiri¬ 
tual self-training and struggle” ( bi-r-riyada wa-l-mujahada ). 30 In this 
regard, the prophet Muhammad serves al-Ghazall as a role model. The 
“mysteries” ( asrdr) of the heavenly world remain “veiled from the hearts 
which are defiled by the love of the [lower] world ( ad-dunya );” for those 
people “the shells of the Qur’an do not open to show its jewels at all.” 31 


27 Al-Ghazall acknowledges that these allegories caused people to be confused and mis¬ 
guided, as they ignorantly believed that God resembles humans (jahalat at-tashblh 
wa-dalalat at-tamthil)-. Jawahir, 91/53. 

28 Jawahir, 91/53. Al-Ghazall repeats this statement as a hadith in some of his writings, see 
for instance: Al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, ed. Farid Jabre, Beirut: Al-Lajna al-Lubnaniyya 
li-taijamat ar-rawa’i c , 1969, p. 13; al-Ghazall, Deliverance from Error, Translated and 
Annotated by Richard J. McCarthy, Louisville: Fons Vitae, 1999, p. 57. However, the state¬ 
ment cannot be identified in /iadii/i-collections. 

29 Jawahir, 91/53. 

30 Jawahir, 92/55!. 

31 Jawahir, 93/57. 
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Corresponding with his bi-partite cosmology, al-Ghazali presents the view that 
every material being bears a spirit ( ruh) which is its essence and its virtue, 
meaning the essential quality which makes up the sense and the purpose of 
its existence. Adequate understanding of any object of knowledge requires, 
therefore, knowledge of its essence, which brings to the knower different epis¬ 
temological and spiritual benefits: 

Everything has a definition and an essential property ( hadd wa-haqtqa) 
that is its spirit [quintessence] (ruhu.hu)-, if you have found the spirits 
[quintessences] [of things], you have become a spiritual [human being] 
(. ruhdntyy an ). 32 

This hermeneutical principle has also to be applied to the interpretation of 
Qur’anic verses, which attribute to God bodily organs or corporeal qualities. 
Each one of such expressions has “a spiritual, not a corporeal meaning.” 33 As an 
example of allegoric statements and how they should be interpreted, al-Ghazali 
mentions the prophetic saying: “The heart of the believer lies between two 
fingers of the Compassionate.” 34 As it is inconceivable for al-Ghazali that God 
could have physical organs, he shifts the verbal meaning of the finger into the 
purpose of its existence, i.e. that what makes its quintessence. He interprets 
“the quintessence of the finger ( ruh al-isbay as “the ability to quickly and 
repeatedly turn [something] over and over (sur’at at-taqllb).” In silent refer¬ 
ence to another prophetic statement, 35 he interprets God’s two fingers as “the 
touch of the angel and the touch of Satan (lammat al-malak wa-lammat ash- 
shaytan)”-, exposed to both of them, the heart of the believer is misled by the 
later and rightly guided by the former. As they act under God’s control, the 
angel and Satan resemble allegorically two of His fingers; they share with fin¬ 
gers “the quintessence of fingership ( ruh al-isba’cyya )”. 36 

In a further example, al-Ghazali interprets “the pen” ( al-qalam ) in Q 96:4-5 
as the divine power by which knowledge is transmitted into the hearts of 


32 Ibid. 

33 Jawahir, 90/51. 

34 Ibid.: “Qalb al-mu’min bayna isba’ayni min asdbi' ar-rahman .” See for this hadith and its 
various wordings: Sahih Muslim, 16:209; Musnad Ahmad, n:i3o; Sunan at-Tirmidhi, 4: 
390-391- 

35 Jawahir, 89, n. (b). Cf. Sunan at-Tirmidhi, 5:204. 

36 Jawahir, 89/50. 
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human beings. 37 In this and other cases, al-Ghazall interprets Qur’anic state¬ 
ments through linking them to objects of theology. Thus, he adds to expres¬ 
sions spiritual meanings which reflect their essence. Here the question arises: 
How does the reader of the Qur'an discover the real meaning of its contents? 
Al-Ghazall states that the Qur'an itself “casts” ( yulqt ) to the reader, who is not 
dominated by “blind imitation” ( taqltd) and has undertaken the adventure of 
diving into the depth of the text, that what this person is able to understand 
(kull mdyahtamiluhufahmuka). The Qur’an reveals its true and hidden mean¬ 
ings to the spiritual reader according to the reader’s ability to understand. This 
happens in a mysterious way; as if in a dream, the reader would read “in spirit” 
(bi-ruhik) the “Preserved Tablet” (al-lawh al-mahfuz); only spiritually qualified 
readers are able to bear the knowledge obtained in this way. Obtaining true 
knowledge from the Qur’an affects the reader, farther changing him into a spir¬ 
itual human being who can perceive even the mysteries of paradise. 38 

Saying that the Qur’an casts the meanings into the mind of the interpreter 
does not mean that the interpreter shall remain passive, receiving these mean¬ 
ings without an own endeavor to understand. The combination of receiving 
casted meanings and spending efforts to obtain them is indicated by al-Ghazall 
through comparing the “interpretation of the Qur’an” ( ta’wil ) to the “interpre¬ 
tation of dreams” ( ta'bir ); in both cases, the interpreter, who is sensitive to the 
spirit of things, deals with “signs” ( isharat) in order to actively expose the real 
meanings behind them. 39 

3.1 Classification of the Contents of the Qur’an 

Al-Ghazall declares that it is “the mystery of the Qur’an, its purest pith and 
ultimate aim” to call the people to God, “the Most Powerful, the Highest, the 
Lord of the Hereafter and this world, and the Creator of heaven and earth, 
what between them and what beneath the soil.” 40 Based on these attributes, 


37 Jawahir, 90/51. See Ibn Taymiyya’s critique against this interpretation in Yahya Michot's 
contribution in the present volume. 

38 Jawahir, go/sif. 

39 Jawahir, gof./52. See on the connection al-Ghazall makes between ta’wil and dream inter¬ 
pretation: Martin Whittinham, Al-Ghazall and the Qur’an, pp. 47b, where it is correctly 
noted that al-Ghazali's interpretation seems to be taken form Rasa’il Ikhwan as-SaJu’ 
(The Epistels of the Brethren of Purity). Further indications to al-Ghazali’s reliance on the 
Ikhwan: ibid., 69. 

It should be added that ta’wil is for al-Ghazall a movement of interpretation from the 
literal sense of an expression to its essential meaning. Cf. Whittingham, Al-Ghazall and 
the Qur’an, pp. 32-35. 

40 Jawahir, 68f./2i. 
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he divides the Suras and verses of the Qur’an into six categories (armcf) 
which are divided into two groups. The first group includes “the precedents, 
the important principles,” the other group includes “the subsequent, specific, 
succeeding” categories which complete the principles. 41 Each one of the cat¬ 
egories is connected to a form of religious knowledge, which is described as a 
precious material substance, as shall be presented in the following. 

The first category of Qur’anic Suras and verses is dedicated to “making [God] 
known (ta’rlf)". This category deals with “explaining the knowledge of God” 
(shark ma'rifat Allah ). 42 The knowledge of God is “the highest, the noblest 
(al-a’la, al-ashraf)” form of knowledge because all other forms of knowledge 
“are sought for its sake, and it is not sought for anything else.” 43 This kind of 
knowledge includes “the knowledge of the essence of the True ( ma’rifat dhat 
al-haqq), the knowledge of His attributes (ma'rifat as-sifat) and the knowledge 
of His acts (ma'rifat al-afal).” The knowledge of God is symbolically called 
“red sulfur” (al-kibrit al-ahmar ). 44 The reason al-Ghazall gives for this symbolic 


41 Jawahir, 69/21. 

42 Jawahir, 70/23. 

43 Jawahir, 84/43. Abu Zayd, Mqfhum an-nass, p. 251, states that, by declaring the knowledge 
of God the highest purpose which all kinds of knowledge should serve, al-Ghazali shifts 
the purpose of revelation from sending down God’s commandments which aim at the 
well-being of the community to presenting the “speaker” to whom the individual tries to 
ascend. 

44 Jawahir, 70/23. According to medieval Arabic sources, al-kibrlt al-ahmar is a very rare 
substance. It appears in idioms and proverbs as a point of comparison for things which 
can rarely be found, as it is stated for instance in Abu 1-Fadl Ahmad al-Maydani, Majmu’ 
al-amthal, edited and annotated by Jan Abdallah Tuma, 4 Volumes, Beirut: Dar Sadir, 
1422/2002, Vol. 2, p. 450: “a’azz min al-kibrlt al-ahmar ,” or in Ibn Tufail, Hayy bin Yaqzdn, ed. 
Alber Nasri Nadir, Beirut: Dar al-mashriq, 1986, p. 20 (used by Ibn Tufail to emphasize that 
books written by the people of demonstration on Ibn Sina’s “oriental philosophy” did not 
exist in Andalusia in his time). Occupied with magic powers, it is also called “the stone of 
the wise”: Manfred Ullmann, Worterbuch derklassischen arabischen Sprache 1, Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 1970: 28a-b (“man zafira bihi zafira bi-muradihi" “who obtains it, obtains 
whatever he wishes”). In alchemistic circles it is a code name for the elixir used to change 
cheap into precious metals: Manfred Ullmann, Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschafien im 
Islam, Leiden: Brill, 1970, p. 258. The description of al-kibrit al-ahmar in medieval medi¬ 
cal writings bears legendary features. According to ps.-Aristotle, it appears “in the West’ 
at the coast of the Oceanus.” It ignites and shines at night Ibn Samajun (d. 1002/392) 
states in his great compendium of the sayings of earlier and later physicians and phi¬ 
losophers about remedies ( al-Jami ' li-aqwal al-qudama‘ wa-l-muhdathin min al-atibba‘ 
wa-l-mutafalsifin fi l-adwiya al-mufrada ) that this substance is a kind of a precious stone 
(jawhar ) which is excavated by ants in a particular valley which King Solomon had 
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designation lies in the value and effect ascribed to red sulfur which means “the 
alchemy by which substances are turned from their base qualities into pre¬ 
cious qualities, so that by it stone ( al-hajar ) becomes changed into corundum 
(ytiqut an ) und copper ( an-nuhas) into pure gold {dhahab an ibrlz an )". Al-Ghazall 
justifies this specific designation by drawing the following analogy: In the same 
way that people who benefit from these precious materials “obtain access to 
the pleasures of the world, which are actually turbid and disturbed and will 
pass away in the near future,” the knowledge of God “turns the essence of the 
heart from the vices of the beast and the error of ignorance into the purity of 
the angelic nature ( al-malakiyya) and its spirituality, so that the heart ascends 
from the lowest to the highest, and obtains by it the pleasure of being near to 
the Lord of the worlds and beholding His noble face always and eternally.” 45 
Stating the possibility of beholding God’s face in the afterlife al-Ghazall goes 
beyond the orthodox position in Sunni theology which rejects that God could 
ever be seen with human eyes. 

Al-Ghazall ranks the forms of knowledge included in the knowledge of God 
and assigns to each one of them a specific kind of corundum ( yaqut ). Since 
“ruby” (al-yaqut al-ahmar) is “the most magnificent and rarest” jewel obtained 
through alchemy, it stands symbolically for the knowledge of the divine 
essence, which “is the narrowest in scope, most difficult to acquire, most puz¬ 
zling to thinking, and furthest from receiving discussion. For this reason, the 
Qur’an contains only allusions and signs ( talwlhdtwa-ishdrat ) of it; most refer¬ 
ences amount to absolute sanctification [...] and absolute glorification”. 46 


visited. With the exception of the statement that the ants excavate it, this story is identi¬ 
cal with the account in al-Khalll’s Kitab al-'Ain (Al-Khalll bin Ahmad al-Farahldl, Kitab 
al-’Ayn, ed. Mahdl al-Makhzumi and Ibrahim as-Samarra’I, 8 volumes, Beirut n.d., Vol. 5, 
p. 430). This is the earliest Arabic lexicon, authored in the second half of the eighth cen¬ 
tury. Also, the great encyclopedic scholar Abu r-Rayhan al-BIruni (d. 1048) mentions in his 
book on gems ( al-Jamahirft ma'rifat al-jawahir) al-kibrit al-ahmar as a name for the “gold 
elixir” (iksir adh-dhahab)-, he ascribes it, however, to the red ruby (yaqut ahmar)-. Fabian 
Kas, Die Mineralien in der arabischen Pharmakognosie, Part 2, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 
2010, p. 921. 

45 Jawahir, 93f./5g. 

46 Jawahir, 70/23, 94/59. As an example for “absolute sanctification” of God in the Qur’an, 
al-Ghazall mentions Q 42m, “Like Him there is naught,” and Sura 112, “Say: 'He is God, One, 
God, the Everlasting Refuge, who has not begotten, and has not been begotten, and equal 
to Him is not any one’ for absolute glorification, he mentions Q 6:ioof.: “Glory be to Him! 
High be He exalted above what they describe! The Creator of the heavens and the earth” 
(Arberry’s Translation). 



62 


TAMER 


A lower rank in the hierarchically constructed knowledge of God is the 
knowledge of the divine attributes ( as-sijut ); “the scope related to them is 
wider, and the space of speech about them [in the Qur'an] is broader.” Verses 
mentioning God’s knowledge, power, life, speech, wisdom, and other attri¬ 
butes are numerous. The jewel that symbolizes this form of knowledge is “the 
bluish-grey corundum” (al-yaqut al-akhab ). 47 

The knowledge of the “divine acts” (al-afdl) is symbolically described as 
the “yellow corundum” ( al-yaqut al-asfar). 4S God’s acts are too numerous to 
be counted; they are to be compared to “a sea which shores are wide and its 
ends cannot be investigated.” As God is the real existent who caused all beings 
to exist, nothing else exists but God and His deeds; “all that exists besides Him 
is actually His deed.” However, the Qur’an includes of God’s deeds only those 
which are “manifest in the visible world,” like the parts of the physical world, 
“which appear to the senses. The noblest of His deeds, the most wonderful 
of them, and those which point most clearly to the glory of their maker are, 
however, those which are not visible to the senses, but belong to the world 
of dominion (i alam al-malakut)" Al-Ghazall counts among them the various 
groups of angles and devils. 49 

The second category of Qur’anic Suras and verses is dedicated to “present¬ 
ing ( ta’rlf) the way of advancing towards God.” 50 Al-Ghazall explains this 
approach as “being devoted to Him” ( at-tabattul ilayhi), which means a two¬ 
fold attitude of (1) “dedicating oneself to Him” ( al-iqbal ’alayhi) by “the adher¬ 
ence to the remembrance [of God]” (bi-mulazamat adh-dhikr) and (2) turning 
away from everything else” which distracts from Him by “opposing passion, 
cleansing oneself from the troubles of the world and purifying the heart from 
them.” 51 Knowledge of pursuing the path to God ( as-suluk ) and of the state of 
attainment (al-wusiil) to Him “is a deep sea among the seas of the Qur’an.” The 
verses which deal with this subject are “the shining pearls” (ad-durr al-azhar). 
Green emerald ( az-zumurrud al-akhdar) stands for the passages which depict 
people’s state on reaching the end of the journey and being rewarded or pun¬ 
ished by God. Al-Ghazall describes Paradise as a “comprehensive expression” 
( al-’ibara al-jami’a) for the different kinds of “repose and delight” for those 
who attain God. Similarly, Hell is a “comprehensive expression for the humili¬ 
ation and punishment” which those face who neglect pursuing this path. 


47 Jawahir, 70/23^ 

48 Jawahir, 70/23. 

49 Jawahir, 71/24. 

50 Jawahir, 72/25. 

51 Jawahir, 72/26. 
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This category of verses, which al-Ghazall estimates to be as much as a third 
of the Qur'an, includes also the “preceding conditions” of each one of both 
states. These conditions are expressed with terms such as resurrection, reckon¬ 
ing, balance etc. 52 

A forth category of Qur’anic verses is about the “states of those who pursued 
the path [of God]” ( as-salikln ), such as the prophets, and “those who deviated 
from” it ( an-nakibln ), such as the opponents of the prophets, the idolaters and 
the devils. The benefit of this category of verses lies in raising fear among the 
people and warning them to be more cautious in their fife. “It includes secrets, 
symbols and signs ( asrar wa-rumuz wa-isharat) which require extensive con¬ 
templation ( tafakkur).” Among the numerous verses of this category is “grey 
umber and fresh blooming aloe-wood” ( al- c anbar al-ashhab wa-l-'ud ar-ratib 
al-akhdar ). 53 

The fifth category of Qur’anic verses is about defending faith by arguing 
against the infidels and disclosing their lies in regards to blasphemy, insulting 
the prophet and denying the Day of Judgment. In these verses is the “great¬ 
est antidote” ( at-tiryaq al-akbar ). 54 In analogy to the greatest antidote that 
cures man from “deadly poisons,” which cause physical death in this perish¬ 
able world, the “demonstrative arguments” ( al-muhdjjdt al-burhdniyya) con¬ 
tained in the Qur’an cures the heart from “the poisons of heresies, passions and 
errors,” which cause spiritual death by preventing the poisoned from journey¬ 
ing to the “world of holiness” ( ’alam al-quds ). 55 

The sixth category of Qur’anic verses concerns cultivating the stages of the 
path leading to God (‘ imdrat manazil at-tanq), the manner of taking provi¬ 
sion and getting prepared through having weapons to repel thieves and ban¬ 
dits on the way. Since the body serves as a “vehicle” ( markab ) for the soul on 
its journey to God, 56 this category includes all legal verses which deal with 
the material needs of fife necessary to preserve the body and the offspring 
and avert all matters which would corrupt and destroy them. Part of this 
category are the legally permitted or prohibited things ( al-haldl wa-l-haram) 
extending from food and marriage affairs to fighting the unbelievers and 
the unjust people. These are “the restrictive ordinances of legal judgments” 
(. hududal-ahkam ); al-Ghazall calls them “strongest musk” ( al-miskal-adhfar). 57 


52 Jawahir, 74/28. 

53 Jawahir, 74f./2g. 

54 Jawahir, 75/29!. 

55 Jawahir, 94/59! 

56 Jawahir, 75/30. 

57 Jawahir, 76!/3o! 
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The reason for this designation is that, in analogy to the strongest musk 
“which man carries and from which rises up a fragrant smell that makes it so 
much known and apparent” that it cannot be hidden, “the science of juris¬ 
prudence, the knowledge of the judgments of the revealed law” ( 'ilm al-fiqh 
wa-ma’rifat ahkdm ash-sharTa) “renders the name [of the possessor] fragrant, 
brings fame to him, and elevates his rank.” 58 

In sum, al-Ghazall divides the suras and verses of the Qur’an into ten cat¬ 
egories dedicated to the following topics: the divine essence, the divine attri¬ 
butes, the divine deeds, the afterlife (al-ma’ad), the straight path ( as-sirat 
al-mustaqlm), the states of the prophets, the states of the saints ( awliya ’), the 
states of God’s enemies, contending with the unbelievers ( muhajjat al-kuffdr) 
and the restrictive ordinances of legal judgments ( hudud al-ahkdm). While the 
first two of these categories are exclusively dedicated to topics purely divine, 
the final seven of them are concerned with the humans. The third category in 
this account serves as a kind of transition between the two divisions, as it deals 
with God’s deeds in the universe. This category is also important in regards to 
al-Ghazali’s connection of the Qur’an and secular sciences. Based on his con¬ 
viction that there is nothing useless in the world, 59 al-Ghazall adds a final cat¬ 
egory of Qur’anic verses, which he symbolically describes as “the aloe-wood” 
( al- c ud ). Just the way this substance as such seems not to be useful, and only 
when it is burnt disseminates a smell, are “the hypocrites and God’s enemies” 
useless, and only when they are severely punished “the smoke of fear” ( dukhan 
al-khawf) arises from the Qur’anic description of their punishment and pene¬ 
trates the hearts inciting the people to seek the highest paradise and the dwell¬ 
ing near God, and to “turn away from error, heedlessness and following the 
passion.” 60 


One of al-Ghazall’s purposes in Jawahir al-Qur'an certainly is to present the 
Sufi interpretation of the Qur’an as the only adequate way to deal with the 
revealed text. For this reason, he presents “the jewels and the pearls” of 
the Scripture as a valuable result of Sufi interpretation. The “jewels and pearls” 
to be earned through an introspective study of the Qur’an are forms of knowl¬ 
edge related to God’s essence, attributes and deeds in the universe as well as 
to the well-being of the Muslim community and the spiritual Sufi path. These 
forms of knowledge can be extracted out of the Qur’anic text through a specific 


58 Jawahir, 94/60. 

59 See on this topic: Eric Ormsby, Theodicy in Islamic Thought, Princeton: Princeton Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1984. 

60 Jawahir, 94f./6of. 



REVELATION, SCIENCES AND SYMBOLISM 


65 


hermeneutical approach which penetrates through the text to reach the inner 
meanings included in it. The hermeneutical approach presented in the Jewels 
is the alternative al-Ghazall suggests not only to traditional exegesis, but also 
to esoteric Batinism and rational Mu'tazilism. While the Batiniyya marginal¬ 
ized the verbal text of the Qur’an in favor of extracting the hidden meanings 
of the text by means of esoteric instruction, Mu'tazilite thinkers pleaded for a 
rational interpretation of the Qur’anic text, as such. 61 According to al-Ghazall, 
the verbal text does not lose its value in favor of the inner meanings, as the 
Batinites taught. 62 Opposing both positions, he holds the verbal text of the 
Qur’an for important and worthy to be taken seriously in the interpretation, as 
it serves as the only possible way to reach the inner level of the text. 63 However, 
it is not through rational, but spiritual interpretation which goes beyond ratio¬ 
nal restrictions, that the hidden meanings of the text can be discovered. 64 

The other group al-Ghazall had to deal with in his career were the philoso¬ 
phers. The terrain of their intellectual activity consists primarily of rational 
sciences. Al-GhazalTs response to them is the subject of the following part of 
this article. 


61 For a Mu'tazilite reading of the Qur’an, see for instance: Daniel Gimaret, Une Lecture 
Mu’tazilite du Coran. Le Tajsird’Abu ’Alial-Gjubba’i (m. 303/915) partiellement reconstitute a 
partirdeses citateurs, Louvain-Paris: Peters, 1994. Cf. Jawahir, 78/34!. Al-Ghazall criticizes 
here the Mu'tazila who, according to his view, “held the Qur’an to be merely letters and 
sounds, and on this conviction based the theory that it is created, since letters and sounds 
are created.” He approves their punishment and ascribes to them the disaster of being 
limited to the “farthest peel” ( al-qishr al-aqsd). 

62 Al-Ghazall attacks the Batiniyya severely in several writings. See for instance: Fada’ih 
al-batiniyya wa-fada’il al-Mustazhiriyya, ed. by ‘Abd ar-Rahman Badawl, Cairo: Ad-Dar 
al-Qawmiyya, 1383/1964, written in 487/1094. Partial translation in Richard J. McCarthy, 
Freedom and Fulfillment. An Annotated Translation of Al-Ghazalfs al-Munqidh min 
al Dalai and Other Relevant Works of al-Ghazall, Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1980; 
Reprint in: Al-Ghazall, Deliverance from Error, n. 24 above. 

63 Similarly, al-Ghazall states in Kitab Addb tildwat al-Qur’an, Book 8 of Ihya’ ‘ulum ad-din, 
vol. 1, p. 386. English: Muhammad Abul Quasem, The Recitation and Interpretation of the 
Qur’an, p. 94, that it is impossible to reach the inner sense of the text ( al-batin ) without 
mastering the verbal text itself ( ihkam az-zahir). 

64 Abu Zayd, Mafhum an-nass, p. 248, points out critically that al-Ghazall develops the tradi¬ 
tional dualism of the exterior ( az-zahir ) and the interior ( al-batin) of the text to the point 
that dualism does not only apply to the level of the meanings and the semantics of the 
text, but, furthermore, extends to the very structure of the text. In this sense, the interior 
of the text consists of the totality of mysteries, jewels and truth, while the exterior does 
not mean more than shells and peal. 
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4 The Qur’an as Stimulus to Knowledge 

The main aim of al-GhazalTs spiritual hermeneutics of the Qur’an in the Jewels 
is to demonstrate a method which enables the reader to penetrate beneath 
the outward of the text in order to extract its pure meanings. A major benefit 
of this endeavor is “to know how all sciences (‘ ulum ) branch off” from the ten 
categories of Qur’anic verses and how these sciences are ranked in regard to 
nearness to and remoteness from “the intended purpose” ( al-maqsud ), which 
is the knowledge of God. 65 

In the Jewels, al-Ghazall develops a unique classification of religious sci¬ 
ences, which is the most comprehensive one among the seven classifications 
of the sciences he undertakes in several books of his. 66 Here he divides the 
sciences into two types: The “sciences of the shell” ("uliim as-sadaf) and the 
“sciences of the pith” ('ulum al-lubab). 

4.1 The Sciences of the Shell 

In the same way jewels and pearls are kept within shells that are the first thing 
to perceive, “the Arabic language” serves as the “shell and the garment ( kiswa ) of 
the jewels of the Qur’an.” Five sciences which branch from each other, accord¬ 
ing to the way how meaningful word groups develop, 67 deal with the words 


65 Jawahir, 78/34. 

66 Alexander Treiger, “Al-Ghazali’s Classifications of the Sciences,” offers a comprehen¬ 
sive survey of these classifications. Based on that, he undertakes a characterization of 
al-Ghazali’s works related to these sciences, using the classification in the Jawahir as 
a point of reference. Martin Whittingham, Al-Ghazali and the Qur’an, pp. 44-47, pres¬ 
ents the classification of religious sciences in the Jawahir. Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies 
in al-Ghazzdli, Jerusalem: The Magnus Press 1975, p. 357ff., presents the division of sci¬ 
ences made by in the lhya\ See for other divisions ibid., p. 395 n. 17. Franz Rosenthal in 
his remarkable monograph Knowledge Triumphant. The concept of knowledge in medieval 
Islam. With an Introduction by Dimitri Gutas. Leiden: Brill, 2007, does not take the treat¬ 
ment of sciences in Jawahir al-Qur’dn into consideration. It is also neglected in Michael 
Marmura, “Ghazali's Attitude to the Secular Sciences and Logic,” in: George F. Hourani 
(ed.), Essays on Islamic Philosophy and Science, Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1975. PP-100-111. 

67 In Jawahir, p. 78/34, al-Ghazali offers a logical explanation for the sequential order of 
the abovementioned disciplines: “This is because the first of the parts of meanings with 
which speech is composed is the sound; then by being articulated the sound becomes 
letters; then the assemblage of letters makes a word; the specification of some of the 
assembled letters makes [the combination] Arabic language; then the way how letters 
are articulated attributes to it the quality of syntax; then the specification of one of the 
different syntaxes makes one of the seven standard readings; then when there is a proper 
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of the Qur’an: philology ( ‘ilm al-lugha) branches off the words; from it syntax 
(‘ilm an-nalm) emerges, followed by “the science of readings” ( ilm al-qira’at), 
out of which “phonetics” ( ilm makharij al-huruf) develops. The fifth science in 
this category is the “science of outward exegesis” ( at-tafslr az-zahir). The “sci¬ 
ences of the shells and the peel ( idum as-sadafwa-l-qishr ) are not of the same 
rank.” Al-Ghazall uses the analogy to the structure of the shell and the jewel 
to rank sciences. The shell has two sides: one is inward-facing the jewel and 
therefore is closely similar to it because of nearness and “continuity of con¬ 
tact.” The other one is the exterior side, “closely resembling all other stones.” 
Similarly, the shell of the Qur’an has an outer surface which is “the sound” 
( as-sawt ); therefore, “the science of letters” ( ‘ilm al-huruf), i.e. phonetics, is 
far away from the inward side of the shell and, thus, from the “jewel itself.” 68 
Proceeding from the outward to the inward side of the shell, “the philology 
of the Qur’an” is closer than phonetics to the jewel; syntax is the closest to 
it among the sciences included in this category. Apparently, al-Ghazall evalu¬ 
ates these sciences in a rational way: the value of a particular science is not 
based on whether this science is strictly attributed to the Qur’an, but rather 
on its objective value due to its usefulness for understanding the meaning of 
texts, including the text of the Qur’an. Thus, although “the science of read¬ 
ings” is more specifically connected to the Qur’an than philology and syntax, 
it belongs to the “superfluous [sciences] which can be spared, contrary to phi¬ 
lology and syntax which are indispensable.” 69 Similarly, despite the fact that 
all those who utilize the abovementioned sciences in dealing with the Qur’an 
actually “turn around” its “shell and the peel,” they are of different ranks; “the 
philologist and the grammarian are of higher rank than the one who knows 
only the science of readings.” 70 

The highest among the “sciences of the shells” is, as has been mentioned, 
“the science of outward exegesis,” as it is pursued for the sake of explaining the 
Qur’anic text. Among the layers of the shell it is, symbolically, the closest to 
the pearl and resembles the pearl to a large extent, so that the majority 
of the people “think that it is the pearl itself and there is nothing more valuable 
behind it.” 71 In al-Ghazali’s view, this is certainly not true. 


Arabic word to which syntax is applied, it has become the indicator of a meaning; then it 
demands outward exegesis.” 

68 Jawahir, 78/34!. 

69 Jawahir, 79/36. 

70 Jawahir, 79/36. 

71 Jawahir, 80/36. Al-Ghazall compares the “science of outward exegesis ( at-tafilr az-zahir)" 
to “the science of hadlth" declaring this also as a “science of the shell”: Ibid., 80/37. 
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4.2 The Sciences of the Pith 

The second type of sciences related to the Qur’an consists of “the sciences of 
the pith.” These are, again, of two different levels. The lower level ( at-tabaqa 
as-sufla) includes three sciences: 

1. The knowledge of the stories narrated in the Qur’an (qasas al-qur’an). 
The need for this science is limited. 72 

2. The science of fe/dm-theology ( ’ilm al-kalam). It consists in “contending 
with the unbelievers and disputing with them.” Its purpose is to “repel 
errors and heresies and remove doubts” related to religious teachings, in 
order “to guard the layman’s religious beliefs ( hirasat ’aqiciat al-'awamm ) 
against the confusion caused by the heretics. This science does not con¬ 
centrate on revealing the truth.” Al-Ghazall states that he “explained” 
kalam-theo\ogy on two levels: On the lower level, he wrote ar-Risala al- 
qudsiyya (The Epistle from Jerusalem ), 73 of a higher level is al-Iqtisad fi 
1 -i‘tiqdd (Economy in Belief ). 74 Furthermore, he relates to /ca/am-theology 
his famous Tahafut alfaldsifa (The Incoherence of the Philosophers ) 75 as 
well as his writings against the Batinites. 76 He states that this science has 
“an instrument” (ala) by which the methods of debate ( al-mujadala) and 
dispute ( al-muhajja ) “by means of true demonstration” ( bi-l-burhdn 
al-haqlqt) can be distinguished. In fact, al-Ghazall does not name this 
instrument, but it can hardly be doubted that he refers to the Aristotelian 


72 Jawahir, 81/38. 

73 Al-Ghazall wrote this epistle in Jerusalem. An edition of the Arabic text with introduc¬ 
tion, English translation and comments in: Abdel Latif Tibawi, “Al-Ghazali’s Sojourn in 
Damascus and Jerusalem,” in: Islamic Quarterly 9 (1965): 65-122. Al-Ghazall incorporated 
the treatise in the second book of his Ihya’. 

74 Al-Iqtisad fi l-i'tiqad, ed. by Ibrahim Agah ^ubukgu and Hiisseyin Atay, Ankara: Nur 
Matbaasi, 1962. Partial English translation: Al-Ghazali on Divine Predicates and their 
Properties, by A, Abu Zayd, Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1970. 

75 The Incoherence of the Philosophers / Tahafut al-Falasifa. A parallel English-Arabic text, 
edited and translated by Michael E. Marmura, Provo: Brigham Young University Press, 1997. 

76 He mentions following writings: (1) Fadd’ih al-Batiniyya wa-fada’il al-mustazhiriyya 
{Infamies of the Batinites and Virtues of the Supporters of al-Mustazhir), ed. by c Abd 
ar-Rahman Badawi, Cairo: Ad-Dar al-Qawmiyya, 1383/1964. This polemical book was writ¬ 
ten in 1094 at the request of the caliph al-Mustazhir (r. 487/1094-512/108). German transla¬ 
tion: Streitschrift gegen die Batinijja-Sekte, translated with comments by Ignaz Goldziher. 
Reprint: Brill: Leiden 1956; (2) Hujjat al-haqq wa-qawasim al-batiniyya {The Proof of the 
Truth and Backbreakers of the Batinites) published with an introduction by Ahmed Ate§ 
in: ilahiyatFakiiltesiDergisi (1954): pp. 23-54, Arabic text: pp. 33-43; (3) Mufassal al-khilaf 
fi usul ad-din {Explanation of Disagreement in the Principles of Religion) which I was not 
able to identify. 
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logic. In form of a silent confirmation that the Aristotelian logic is this 
instrument, he adds the titles of his two books Mihakk an-nazar fi 
l-mantiq (The Touchstone of Reasoning in Logic) and Mi’yar al-'ilm 
(■Criterion of Knowledge in the Art of Logic) at this point. 77 
3. The third science of the lower level of the sciences dealing with “the pith” 
of the Qur’an is the science of fiqh. Al-Ghazall explains the ample need 
for the various areas of this science, as it is concerned “first with the well¬ 
being in this world ( salah ad-dunya) and then with the well-being in the 
hereafter ( salah al-akhira ).” 78 He states that this is the reason why the 
jurists are granted fame and reverence and are preferred to “preachers, 
[religious] story-tellers and /ca/am-theologians.” The great influence and 
renown earned by the jurists led, however, to excessive expanding of the 
multiple branches of this science. Al-Ghazall expresses his regret that he 
“wasted a good part of [his] fife writing books on its disputed problems 
[...] and composing works on creeds and arranging them.” In this regard, 
he mentions his books in jurisprudence al-Basit, al-Wasit, al-Wajlz and 
Khulasat al-mukhtasar 79 

Based on the need for each one of these three sciences in the community, 
al-Ghazall ranks those who are in charge of them. He ascribes to the preach¬ 
ers and religious story-tellers the lowest rank in this category. He considers the 
ranks of the faqih and the mutakallim to be close to each other; the need of the 
community for the former is more extensive, for the latter more intensive. 80 

The “higher level” ( at-tabaqa al-'ulya) of the sciences of the pith consists of 
the knowledge which establishes “the precedents and the roots ( as-sawabiq 


77 Jawahir, 8i/38f. Kitab Mihakk an-nazar fi L-mantiq, ed. by Muhammad Badr ad-DIn 
an-Na‘sani 1-Halabi and Mustafa 1-Qabbani d-Dimashql, Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Adabiyya, 
n.d. Mi'yar al-’llm fifann al-mantiq, ed. by Muhyi d-DIn Sabri 1-KurdI, Cairo: Al-Matba‘a 
al-Arabiyya, 1927. Cf. on this: J. Janssens, “Al-Ghazall: The Introduction of Peripatetic 
Syllogistic in Islamic Law (and Kalam),” in: mideo 28 (2010): 219-233. 

78 Jawahir, 8i/38f. 

79 Al-Basit is unpublished; it is a summary of al-Juwaini’s Nihdyat al-Matlab ; Al-Wasit fi 
l-madhhab, published with an-NawawI’s commentary ( At-Tanqit ft sharh al-Wasit) and 
three other commentaries, ed. by Ahmad Mahmud Ibrahim and Muhammad Muhammad 
Tamir, Cairo: Dar as-Salam, 1418/1997; Al-Wajiz ft fiqh al-imam ash-Shafi’i, 2 volumes, 
ed. by All Mu'awwad and Adil Abd al-Mawjud, Beirut: Dar al-Arqam bin Abi 1-Arqam, 
1418/1997. Al-Khulasa al-musamma [sic] Khulasat al-mukhtasar wa-naqawat al-mu'tasar, 
ta’lif hujjat al-Islam wa-barakat al-anam al-imam Abi Hamid Muhammad b. Muhammad 
b. Muhammad al-Ghazall, ed. Amjad Rashid Muhammad All, Jeddah: Dar al-Minhaj, 
1428/2007. 

80 Jawahir, 82/4of. 
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wa-l-usiil) of the important sciences.” The noblest form of knowledge is that of 
God and the Last Day, since it deals with the ultimate “destination ( al-maqsad ). 
Below it is the knowledge of the straight path and the manner of traversing it. 
This is to know how to purify the soul, to remove [from it] the obstacles of 
the destructive qualities and beautify it with the saving qualities.” 81 Al-Ghazall 
presents his Iliya’ 'ulum ad-dln as an example of this knowledge focusing on 
the refinement of the human soul and occupying, thus, a higher position than 
fiqh and kalam . 82 The knowledge of God is to be sought progressively through 
ascending gradually from “contemplating God’s deeds” ( tafakkaru ) to further 
“observing [His] attributes” ( mulahazat as-sifat), and finally to “observing [His] 
essence” ( mulahazat adh-dhat). Most people do not reach this highest grade of 
knowledge. 83 In respect to nobleness, the knowledge about the afterlife ranks 
lower. It is strictly about the awareness of the human being of his “relation to 
God” and, based on that, of his fate in the hereafter. In regard to his authorship 
on the abovementioned forms of knowledge, al-Ghazall asserts that despite 
his short life, being busy with many tasks and calamities and having only few 
helpers and companions, he wrote some books which he did not disclose, 
because “most people’s understanding would be wearied by it, and the weak, 
who are the most traditional in knowledge, would be harmed by it.” This kind 
of knowledge is appropriate to be disclosed to one who “avoids the knowledge 
of the outward” {film az-zahir) and follows the Sufi path in searching for God. 
Al-Ghazall states that it is “unlawful for those into whose hands that book falls, 
to disclose it except to one who possesses all these qualities.” 84 

These statements were echoed by later philosophers in Andalusia. Ibn Tufail 
reports in the introduction to his philosophical-mystical story Hayy bin Yaqzan 
that al-Ghazall in “Kitab al-Jawhar" mentions that he authored books “includ¬ 
ing explicitly the truth” (kutub an madnun an bi-ha 'ala ahliha) for those who are 
qualified; these books did not, in fact, reach Andalusia, but were confused with 


81 Jawahir, 83/42. 

82 Jawahir, 83f./42f. 

83 Jawahir, 84/43. On al-Ghazali’s concept of “ tafakkur* see: Mizue Kato, “The Meaning of 
Tafakkur in al-Ghazali's Thought,” in: Bulletin of the Society for Near Eastern Studies in 
Japan 49 (2006): 150-164, and Benjamin Abrahamov’s contribution in the present volume. 

84 Jawahir, 84f./43f. Al-Ghazall indicates here presumably to his al-Madnun bi-hi'aid ghayr 
ahlihi, in M. M. Abu l-‘Ala’ (ed.), al-Qusur al-'awali min rasa’il al-imam al-Ghazall, 4 vols. 
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Jundi, 1390 [1970]), vol. 3, p. 124-169. Much awaited is publishing the 
extensive study: M. Afifi al-Akiti, The Madnun of al-Ghazall: A Critical Edition of the 
Unpublished Major Madnun with Discussion of His Restricted, Philosophical Corpus, 
D.Phil. diss., 3 vols., University of Oxford 2008. 
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others. 85 Ibn Rushd who accused al-Ghazall of self-contradiction in dealing 
with the philosophers found evidence for his accusation in al-Ghazali’s above- 
mentioned statements: Abu Hamid, in his Tahafut alfalasifa, charged the phi¬ 
losophers with apostasy in regards to three propositions and declared them 
heretics in regards to 17 others, 86 employing “arguments which created doubts 
and accusations which caused confusion. He lead, thus, many people astray 
from both philosophy and religion. Consequently, he said in his book known 
as Jawahir al-Qurdn that that what he stated in the Tahafut are [merely] dia¬ 
lectical statements and that the truth is but included in al-Madnun bi-hi ’aid 
ghayri ahlihi .’’ 87 

Having discussed “the religious sciences that must necessarily exist in the 
world, so that traversing the path of God and journeying to Him may become 
easy,” al-Ghazall turns to the secular sciences. He mentions “medicine, astrol¬ 
ogy, astronomy, physiology and anatomy, magic and the knowledge to prepare 
talismans, and others,” without describing or ranking them. He gives three rea¬ 
sons why he does not discuss the secular sciences in the same way as he did 
with the religious sciences: (1) “the well-being of this world and the Hereafter 
does not depend on knowing them,” (2) the secular sciences are too numerous 
to be enumerated and described, and (3) some sciences are already too well- 
known that it would be superfluous to describe them 88 

Consequently, based on both his conviction that the human ability to obtain 
knowledge is limited and that all sciences branch off the infinite Qur'an, 
al-Ghazali develops an open conception of science, according to which sci¬ 
ences cannot be counted or limited. In support of this open conception of 
science, he presents the following arguments which he became aware of “by 
means of clear insight free from doubt” ( bi-l-baslra al-wadiha allatllayutamara 
ftha ): (1) Human beings are incapable of obtaining comprehensive knowledge 
about sciences, as there are, in the present, “in possibility and potentiality 


85 Abu Bakr ibn Tufail, Hayy bin Yaqzan, ed. by Alber Nasri Nadir, Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 
1986, pp. 23f. 

86 Against al-Ghazali’s critique of philosophy in the Tahafut Ibn Rushd wrote his famous 
Tahafut at-tahafut (The Incoherence of the Incoherence), ed. Maurice Bouyges, 3rd Ed., 
Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1992. Al-Ghazall declared in his Tahafut that philosophers who 
deny physical resurrection, believe that God knows only the universals and that the world 
is eternal are to be declared apostates. A summary of his arguments is in Al-Munqidh, 
pp. 2 3 f. 

87 Ibn Rushd, Al-Kashf 'an manahij al-adilla fi 'aqa’id al-milla, ed. by Mustafa Hanah with 
Introduction and Comments by Muhammad Abid al-Jabiri, Beirut: Markaz Dirasat 
al-Wahda al-Arabiyya, 1998, pp. isof. 

88 Jawahir, 85/45. 



72 


TAMER 


( fi l-imkan wa-l-quwwa) kinds of sciences ( asnaf an min al-'ulum), which still 
exist, although it is extremely difficult for man to grasp them.” (2) Similarly, 
there are sciences “which once came into existence, but have now been 
effaced;” no one has knowledge about them. (3) Finally, there are “sciences, 
which man’s power can by no means comprehend and acquire;” only some 
of the angels drawn near to God can do that. Al-Ghazall adds that though the 
ability of angels to acquire knowledge is greater than the ability of humans, it is 
nonetheless limited; only God’s knowledge has no limits and is always existent 
and present. 89 

In a deductive rational way, al-Ghazall connects all secular sciences to the 
Qur’an. He develops this connection using the following syllogism: 

- A major part of the Qur’an is about God’s innumerable deeds in the uni¬ 
verse, which are the created beings; 

- God’s deeds are the objects of all - past, present and future - human 
sciences which actually emerge to deal with them; 

- Ergo: The origins of sciences ( awa’iluha ) are embedded in the Qur’an. 90 

That they originate out of the Qur’an is one side of the intrinsic connection 
al-Ghazall establishes between secular sciences and the revealed book. 91 He 
goes a step farther to make sciences indispensable for understanding the 
Qur’an: without them, the meaning of Qur’anic statements cannot be under¬ 
stood fully. In order to illustrate this view, al-Ghazall gives examples: Only a 
person who has comprehensive medical knowledge can fully understand the 
meaning of Abraham saying in the Qur’an that God cures him when he falls 
ill. 92 Verses which mention the sun and the moon and their movements can 
adequately be understood by one who knows astronomy. 93 The Qur’anic state¬ 
ment: “0 Man! What deceived thee as to thy generous Lord who created thee 
and shaped thee and wrought thee in symmetry and composed thee after what 


89 Jawahir, 85/45^ 

90 Jawahir, 86/46. 

91 Al-Ghazali points out the above explained connection between the Qur’an and the sci¬ 
ences without further explanation in Kitab Addb tilawat al-Qur’an, Book 8 of Ihya’ ‘ulum 
ad-din, vol. 1, p. 384. English: Muhammad Abul Quasem, The Recitation and Interpretation 
of the Qur’an, p. 88. 

92 Al-Ghazali refers to Q 26:80. He obviously acknowledges to medicine an active role by 
curing illnesses, what has important implications for his views on causality. See Hans 
Daiber's contribution in the present volume with extensive bibliographical information 
on the topic. 

93 Al-Ghazali refers to Q 55:5; 10:5; 75:7-10; 22:61; 3533; 57:6; 36:38. 
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form He would?” 94 cannot be perfectly understood but by one “who knows 
the anatomy of man’s limbs and internal organs, their number, their kinds, 
the wisdom underlying them, and their benefits [...] which is an ancient 
science.” These examples demonstrate that the Qur’an includes “general 
accounts ( majami *) of knowledge possessed by the ancients and the moderns.” 95 
The dimensions and the details of these accounts, however, can only be discov¬ 
ered through scientific research. 

Al-Ghazall does not only take into consideration the rational sciences, but 
expands his conception to include the “obscure sciences (‘ ulum ghamida) 
which most people neglect to seek, and probably would not understand if they 
are told about by someone who is knowledgeable in them.” 96 This position dif¬ 
fers clearly from the evaluation of sciences he undertakes in Kitab al-’Ilm (The 
Book of Knowledge), the first book of the Ihya\ There, he distinguishes between 
“praiseworthy” ( mahmuda) and “blameworthy” ( madhmuma) sciences; astrol¬ 
ogy and magic sciences belong to the latter category. 97 This obvious contradic¬ 
tion can possibly be explained by the difference in the nature of both works. 
While the Revival is written for a wider readership, the Jewels seem to address a 
narrow circle of Sufi readers or those who want to be prepared to the Sufi way 
of life. 98 

Another dimension of the connection between the Qur’an and sciences is 
that their innumerability serves as an evidence for the ideal limitlessness of 
the Qur’an. 99 In this sense, the more sciences become known to us, the more 
we become aware of the infinite nature of this scripture. This intrinsic relation 
of the Qur’an and sciences serves as a stimulus for Muslims to pursue the study 
of sciences without any restriction, as this endeavor can be considered as an 
act of admiration towards the Qur’an and its revealer. In this sense, al-Ghazall 
defends acquiring scientific knowledge by stating that sciences, as they make 
the knowledge of God’s deeds available, help improve man’s endeavor to know 


94 Q 82:6-8 (Arberry). 

95 Jawahir, 86f./46f. 

96 Jawahir, 87/48. As an example al-Ghazall refers to God’s shaping of Adam and breathing 
His spirit in him as mentioned in Q 15:29 and 38:72. 

97 Abu Hamid al-Ghazall, Iky a’'ulum ad-din, ed. by Abd al-Mu'ti Amin Qal'ajT, 5 volumes, 
Beirut 2004, Kitab al-'Ilm, Vol. 1, pp. 19-124, here pp. 49-65; English: Nabih Amin Faris, 
Book of Knowledge. Being a Translation with Notes of the Kitab al-’Ilm of al-GhazzalVs Ihya‘ 
‘ulum al-DIn, 4th Ed., Lahore: Muhammad, 1974, pp. 67-99. 

98 For further comparison the classification of the sciences in both sources see Treiger, 
“Al-Ghazalfs Classifications,” p. 6-10. 

99 Jawahir, 86/46. Al-Ghazall paraphrases here Q18009: “If the sea were ink for the Words of 
my Lord, the sea would be spent before the Words of my Lord are spent.” 
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God. Therefore, one should keep searching for rational knowledge, as provided 
by secular sciences and, at the same time, “reflect on the Qur’an and seek its 
wonderful meanings in order to encounter the general accounts ( majami *) 
of the sciences of the ancients and the moderns,” which the Qur’an includes. 
Detailed knowledge is not included in the Qur’an. Details are to be sought out¬ 
side the scripture which motivates the believer to go beyond its contents and 
seek extensive knowledge. 

In al-Ghazall’s conception, there is no conflict between the Qur’an and sci¬ 
ences. On the contrary, they exist in mutual interdependence: Sciences emerge 
out of the human need to understand God’s deeds which the Qur’an documents 
in a general way. Sciences help, simultaneously, exploring the deep meanings 
of Qur’anic statements. In order to illustrate this connection, al-Ghazall shows 
within his hermeneutical treatment of the first Sura al-Fatiha how scientific 
knowledge helps the believer to deeply understand the magnitude of God’s 
mercy ( rahma ), as it is demonstrated in His creation. Stating that God has cre¬ 
ated each creature “in the most perfect and best kind, and has given it every¬ 
thing it needs,” al-Ghazall describes impressively how the mosquito, the fly, 
the spider and the bee, “the smallest” among animals, live. 100 As an example, I 
present his description of the life of the bee: 

Look at the bee and the innumerable wonders of its gathering honey and 
[producing] wax. We want to make you aware of the geometry of its hive. 
It builds its hive on the figure of the hexagon so that space may not be 
narrow for its companions because they become crowded in one place in 
a great number. If it should build its hives circular, there would remain, 
outside the circles, empty unused spaces since circles are not contiguous 
to one another. Likewise are other figures. Squares, however, are contigu¬ 
ous to one another. But the shape of the bee is inclined to roundness and 
so inside the hive there would remain unused comers as, in the circular 
shape outside the hive, there would remain empty unused spaces. Thus, 
none of the [geometrical] figures other than the hexagon approaches the 
circular figure in contiguity, and this is known by geometrical proof. 101 


100 Jawahir, 99/67. 

101 Jawahir, ioo/68f. A similar description of insects and the hives in connection with the form 
of the bees as signs of God’s love and mercy are presented in the 36. book of the Ihya‘:Kitab 
al-Mahabba wa-sh-shawq wa-l-uns wa-r-rida, in: Ihya’ ‘ulum ad-din (ed. Qal'aji), vol. 5, 
p. 33f. English: Al-Ghazali, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment. Kitab al-Mahabba 
wa’l-shawq wa’l-uns wa’l-rida. Book xxxvi of The Revival of The Religious Sciences, Ihya’ 
'ulum al-dln, with an Introduction and Notes by Eric Ormsby, Cambridge: The Islamic 
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Combining empirical observation with geometrical knowledge al-Ghazali 
explains why, due to the shape of the bee, the hexagon is the best possible form 
of the hives. The bee which does not possess man’s rational faculty is “guided” 
by the merciful God. Rational knowledge leads man, however, to discover the 
wonders of the bee and obtain deeper appreciation of God’s “wonders [...], 
kindness and mercy.” Furthermore, knowledge is progressive; a sample of 
a lower rank stimulates man to seek knowledge of a higher quality ( al-adna 
yunabbih ’alal-a’la )} 02 If the Qur’an is a sea of knowledge without shores, there 
is no better way to dive into it in order to extract its jewels and pearls but by 
means of rational sciences. 103 Nevertheless, rational knowledge itself is not the 
end; it is the means to reach a higher level of meta-rational, spiritual knowl¬ 
edge. All in all, in correspondence with the limited ability of human beings to 
obtain knowledge, the amount of knowledge exposed to them is “definitely 
small in relation” to the knowledge which “has not been exposed” and which 
exclusively God and His angels possess. 104 

Al-Ghazali states that the knowledge of God’s uncountable deeds which 
demonstrate His glory is “infinite” (la nihaya laha); it is a “paradise with no 
boundaries.” The “paradise of different forms of knowledge” (jannatal-ma'arif), 
according to al-Ghazali, is better than the paradise which “consists of bodies” 
and is limited due to the limited nature of bodies. 105 This statement is a clear 
refutation of the literal understanding of sensual descriptions of paradise in 
the Qur’an, in which the pleasures of “eating and sexual intercourse” ( al-akl 
wa-n-nikah) are emphasized. 106 In this sense, al-Ghazali silently excludes from 
his selection verses dealing with the afterlife. For him, this issue is subject to 
“absolute faith” in rewarding those who know God and obey Him and punish- 
ingthose who deny God and disobey Him; details are not inevitably required. 107 


Texts Society, 2011, pp. 76f. On al-Ghazali’s fondness for plants and animals see Margaret 
Smith, Al-Ghazali the Mystic, London: Luzac & Co., 1944, pp. 48-54. 

102 Jawahir, 100/69. 

103 Contrary to this interpretation, Abu Zayd, Maftium an-nass, p. 255, remarks critically that 
by turning the text to an infinite “sea of sciences and mysteries” from which the human 
mind can merely by chance grasp tiny superficial pieces of knowledge al-Ghazali dimin¬ 
ishes the human ability to discover the natural laws and “isolates” the text of the Qur’an 
from the realms of human knowledge. 

104 Jawahir, 100/69. Al-Ghazali indicates that the Book of Gratitude (Kitab ash-Shukr) and the 
Book of Love ( Kitab al-Mahabba) of Ihya’ 'ulum ad-din, contain “allusions” ( talwihat ) to 
the above mentioned ideas. 

105 Jawahir, 108/83. 

106 Cf. for instance Q. 55:46-76; 56:12-38. 

107 Jawahir, 191/224. 
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In contrary to the sensual qualities of paradise in the Qur'an, al-Ghazall 
dedicates the eighteenth chapter of the Jewels to describe the conditions of 
those who possess the desire ( shahwa ) to know God, His attributes and espe¬ 
cially His deeds (al-‘arijun). Their paradise is the true paradise and their plea¬ 
sure exceeds incommensurably the sensual pleasures promisedin the Qur’an. 108 
They “look at those dedicating themselves to the base desires in the same way 
as prudent men ( al-‘uqala ’) look at boys dedicating themselves to the plea¬ 
sure of play” and “laugh” at them. 109 With this comparison, al-Ghazall renders 
rationality a part of the Sufi experience he presents as the best approach to 
the Qur’an. Regarding his view that bliss in the afterlife is a result of possess¬ 
ing knowledge in this world, al-Ghazall is on the same line with the Muslim 
philosophers preceding him. 110 

Another important aspect is al-Ghazall’s conviction that revealed knowl¬ 
edge is not given to everybody. With the exception of the prophet Muhammad, 
knowledge of the true meanings of the Qur’anic verses is available only to 
those who are “capable” of understanding them. * * 111 In order to get to this level, 
one has to stop the exclusive dependency on traditional interpretations sup¬ 
ported by statements of the companions of the prophet Muhammad 112 and to 
start self-training in “spiritual struggle and piety” ( al-mujahada wa-t-taqwa), 
which results in guidance granted by God. 113 God’s granted guidance requires 
that man’s desire is true and that he endeavors to seek knowledge with help of 
“those who have insight” (ahl al-bastra). The goal is to achieve the ability of per¬ 
ceiving all beings, even the inanimate, as living entities and understand their 
language. Al-Ghazall connects this highly speculative idea to the Qur’an which 
states that all beings without exception glorify God. Only when this stage of 
perception is reached, the hidden secrets of the Qur’an can be understood. 114 


108 Al-Ghazall utilizes Qur’anic terminology to describe the paradise of those who possess 
such mystical knowledge ( al-'arijun ): Q 3033; 69:23; 56:321 

109 Jawahir, iogf./85. 

110 For the philosophical view that happiness in the afterlife is a continuity of the happiness 
in this world caused by theoretical knowledge see, for instance: Abu Nasr al-Farabi, On 
the Perfect State (Mabadi’ ara’ ahl al-madlna al-Jddila). Revised Text with Introduction, 
Translation, and Commentary by Richard Walzer. Oxford University Press, 1985, Part v, 
Ch. 16, § 4, p. 266f.; Martin A, Bertman, “Alfarabi and the Concept of Happiness in 
Medieval Islamic Philosophy” in: The Islamic Quarterly 14 (1970): 122-125. 

111 Jawahir, 90/52. 

112 Jawahir, 90/52. 

113 Jawahir, 92/56! To confirm that God rewards with guidance those who strive, al-Ghazali 
quotes Q 29:69. 

114 Jawahir, 93/57. Al-Ghazall quotes Q 17:44 and 41:11. Cf. for instance Q 24:41; 59:24. 
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Al-Ghazall appears to make the Qur'an a stimulus to pursue all kinds of sci¬ 
entific knowledge. He develops his argumentation as follows: The more you 
know, the more capable you will be to recognize the miracles of God and the 
signs of His mercy. Hereby it is to benefit from the accumulated knowledge 
of mankind over generations, regardless of whether this knowledge comes 
from Muslims or non-Muslims. Knowledge, as such, serves the faith. However, 
al-Ghazall’s conception of knowledge is not limited only to rational knowledge. 
It also encompasses forms of knowledge, which are considered irrational - 
a loose tolerant attitude which, due to a Sufi worldview, accepts equally ratio¬ 
nal and irrational forms of knowledge. Through sharpened senses of the mind, 
as a result of successful mystical training, the close connection between the 
visible and the hidden world can be perceived and the inner meaning behind 
the outer shell of every existent can be captured. Every being, even the inani¬ 
mate, articulates itself meaningfully. It is just that one has to possess enough 
sensitivity to understand the language of being. This ability is given, however, 
only to the few, i.e. to the master Sufis. 

Al-Ghazali’s theory in the Jawahir, that all sciences branch out of the Qur’an, 
has been understood in a way that it became fundamental for the development 
of the “scientific interpretation” (at-tafsir al-'ilmi) of the Qur’an, which later 
became an aspect of its miraculous nature ( i’jaz al-Qur’an). Inspired by this 
treatise, several books have been written throughout the following generations 
in order to uncover scientific truths and discoveries which are included in the 
Qur’an in mysterious ways . 115 Particularly, contemporary Muslim authors try 
extensively to affirm a deep relationship between their scripture, on one hand, 
and natural sciences and technological progress, on the other. This happens in 
various ways and with different intentions. For some, the Qur’an does not con¬ 
tradict the discoveries of modern sciences . 116 Others collect scientific data to 


115 The Egyptian scholar Amin al-Khuli (1895-1966), Manahij tajdld ft n-nahii wa-l-baldgha 
wa-t-tafsir wa-l-adab. Al-A'mal al-kamila, Vol. 10, Cairo: Al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al- c Amma 
li-l-Kitab 1995, p. 217!., summarizes this interpretation of al-Ghazalfs connecting the sci¬ 
ences to the Qur’an. He counts the books which written after al-Ghazall’s Jawahir to dem¬ 
onstrate the miraculous scientific nature of the Qur’an. See on this topic J. J. G. Jansen, 
The Interpretation of the Qur’an in Modem Egypt, Leiden: Brill, 1974, pp. 38ff.; J. Jomier & 
P. Caspar, “L’exegese scientifique du Coran d’apres le Cheikh Amin al-Khuli,” mideo 4 
(1957): 269-280. 

116 Representative of this position is the French physician Maurice Bucaille in his book La 
Bible, le Coran et la science: les Ecritures Saintes examinees a la lumiere des connaissances 
modemes, Paris: Seghers 1976. 
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present an evidence for the miraculous nature ( i'jaz ) of the Qur'an. 117 Another 
extreme view is that of those who present the Qur'an as a source of scientific 
knowledge and all kinds of sciences. 118 Accordingly, scientific facts are pre¬ 
dicted in the Qur’an and the achievements of modern science serve as proofs 
for its divine nature. The Qur’an functions, therefore, as the final authority in 
science, attesting not just to the validity of a scientific discovery but also to its 
invalidity. It contains the criteria according to which scientific truth should 
be determined; readingitrenders acquiring scientific knowledge unnecessary. 119 

As it has been stated, al-Ghazah’s connection of sciences and the Qur’an 
differs from the above mentioned positions. In his view, the Qur’an does not 
include scientific, but theological statements referring to God’s creating activ¬ 
ity; the Qur’an is, thus, a document of God’s deeds in the universe. As sciences 
are developed by humans to investigate what God actually created, they are 
related to the Qur’an. Therefore, intensive knowledge leads to an increasingly 
comprehensive perception of God’s might and mercy. Al-Ghazah’s conception 
of science does not tie sciences to the Qur’an; it lets them, indirectly, emerge 
out of it, allowing them to enjoy a certain degree of autonomy against the 
scripture, as they have to flourish in order to help the readers of the scripture 
understand it. 


5 Rationalized Spirituality in Response to Philosophy 

Jawahir al-Qur’an bears clear philosophical features which show its author 
responding, by means of philosophy, to former Muslim philosophers, particu¬ 
larly Ibn Sina. One of these features is brought to light through explaining the 
purpose of employing symbols in the Qur’an: This is, according to al-Ghazall, 
an “example” ( unmudhaj) to show adequate people how “spiritual mean¬ 
ings related to the world of dominion” (at-ma'am r-ruhiyya al-malakutiyya) 
are expressed in the Qur’an by means of “descriptive common expressions” 


117 For instance: W. Abu s-Su‘ud, I'jazdt liaditha 'itmiyya wa-raqamiyyafi l-Qur’an, Beirutiggi, 
and Tariq Suwaydan, Tjaz al-Qur’an al-karlm. Min al-Tjaz al-adadifi l-Qur’an, n.p. n.d. 

118 Prominent representatives of this view are: Zaghlul an-Najjar, Sources of scientific 
knowledge. The geographical concepts of mountains in the Qur’an, Herndon, va iggi; 
Keith Moore, The developing human. Clinically oriented embryology. With Islamic addi¬ 
tions: Correlation studies with Qur’an and hadith, Jeddah ig83; c Abd al-Majid az-Zindani, 
al-Mu’jiza al-'ilmtyya fi l-Qur’an wa-s-sunna, Cairo n.d. and other publications. 

lig See for an overview on this topic: Ahmad Dallal, “Science and the Qur’an,” in Jane 
Dammen McAuliffe (Ed.), Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, 6 Vols., Vol. 4, Leiden: Brill 2004, 
PP- 540-558. 
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(, bi-l-aljaz al-ma’lufa ar-rasmiyya) so that the people can understand its deep 
meanings. As al-Ghazall adheres firmly to the belief that the Qur’an consists 
of God’s revealed words, ascribing the utilization of symbols to the Qur’an 
means, in al-Ghazall’s conception, that God utilizes these symbols intention¬ 
ally in order to train spiritually qualified people to decipher the real meanings 
in His book and uncover His messages which are given through signs exist¬ 
ing in all beings. 120 On the contrary, those who are unqualified should better 
not look at these signs, but rather be occupied with things which al-Ghazall 
obviously considers trivial, such as the poems of al-Mutanabbi, 121 strange mat¬ 
ters in Sibawayh’s grammar, 122 Ibn al-Haddad’s regulations of rare matters 
of divorce 123 or tricks of disputations in ka/am-theology.” 124 This fist shows 
al-Ghazall’s depreciation of some genres of Arabic literature and his disdain 
of the obsession with strange cases of grammar, fiqh and kalam, since, to his 
mind, spending time on this kind of issues is not helpful in pursuing the path 
of God. Remarkably, works of logic and philosophy are not listed as useless. 
Reason could be that al-Ghazall considers those who are qualified to study 
logic and philosophy as able to scrutinize the nature of things and, therefore, 
to be qualified to reflect upon God’s signs in the universe. In other words: it 
seems that al-Ghazall holds those who are intellectually unable to pursue phil¬ 
osophical studies for unable to recognize God’s attributes. 125 

Al-Ghazall states, furthermore, that this method pursued in the Qur’an in 
order to train its readers to intellectually decipher signs shall be imitated by 
the teachers in dealing with their students. During the course of his interpreta¬ 
tion of some suras which are, according to prophetic statements, attested with 


120 Cf.Jawahir, 95,101/62,70. 

121 Abut-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi (303/915-354/965) is one of the greatestArab poets. He is espe¬ 
cially known for his panegyric and egomaniacal poems - a reason for the Sufi al-Ghazall 
to ironically reject him. 

122 Sibawayh (ca. 148/760-ca. 180/793) is a celebrated grammarian and philologist who 
through his Kitab greatly influenced the development of Arabic grammar. 

123 Muhammad Ibn al-Haddad (264/878-344/-9S6) was a shafi'i jurist in Egypt 

124 Jawahir, 101/69. 

125 Similarly argues Averroes in his famous Fast al-maqal in justification of the study of phi¬ 
losophy: Ibn Rushd (Averroes), Kitab Fast al-maqal with its Appendix ( Damima) and an 
Extractfrom Kitab al-Kashf'an manahij al-adilla, Arabic text edited by George F. Hourani, 
Leiden: Brill, 1959, p. 1; English: Averroes, On the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy. 
A translation with introduction and notes, of Ibn Rushd’s Kitab Fast al-maqal, with its 
appendix ( Damima) and an extract from Kitab al-Kashf’an manahij al-adilla, by George F. 
Hourani, Leiden: Brill, 1961, p. 1. 
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special features, 126 al-Ghazall refrains from explaining the reason why the 36. 
sura Yd’Sin is called in a hacllth “the heart of the Qur’an”. 127 Instead, he encour¬ 
ages the reader to discover, by his own effort, the reason for this designation 
“in analogy” {'ala qiyas) to similar interpretations included in the Jewels. In 
a clearly pedagogical manner, he declares that “awareness out of one’s own 
efforts ( at-tanabbuh) increases the intellectual activity more than becoming 
aware due to others’ efforts ( at-tanblh )” and that such an awareness, once hap¬ 
pened, leads man to become “accustomed to thinking ( idman al-jikr), due to 
coveting investigation and knowledge of secrets.” In doing that, the true mean¬ 
ing of the “striking verses of the Qur’an” ( qawari' al-Qur’an ) will be opened to 
the trained reader. These verses are, according to al-Ghazall, his selection in 
the present treatise. 128 

Transmitting ideas via signs and hints was a method ascribed to philoso¬ 
phers since antiquity and was known to the Arabs. For instance, al-Farabl states 
that Plato intentionally used “symbols and riddles” {ar-rumuz wa-l-alghdz), 
so that only those who deserve and are intellectually eligible could acquire the 
knowledge and wisdom contained in his books. 129 Although Aristotle’s writ¬ 
ings are characterized through clarity, well order and transparency of ideas, 
he also authored his books, according to al-Farabl, in a way that allowed only 
the experts to fully understand their meaning. 130 Aristotle, whom the Arabs 
considered as the chief philosopher throughout ages, used to express his ideas 
in an ambiguous way for three reasons: in order to find out if the student 


126 In addition to sura 36, Yd’ Sin, al-Ghazall discusses in this context sura 1, Al-Fatiha, 
(Ch. 12,13,17), the Verse of the Throne, Ayat al-kursi, Q. 2:255 (Ch. 14), and sura 112 ,Al-Ikhlas 
(Ch. 15). M. Whittingham, Al-Ghazall and the Qur’an, 72-80, presents al-Ghazali's inter¬ 
pretation of these passages. 

Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu Fatawa, ed. Abd ar-Rahman bin Muhammad bin Qasim, 
35 Vols., Vol. 17, Medina 1425/2004, p. 49f., 113-122, discusses al-Ghazali’s classification of 
some Qur’anic verses as more excellent than others in Jawdhir, beginning of Chapter 11, 
particularly his interpretation of sura 112. Ibn Taymiyya, who seems to accept some of 
al-Ghazali’s interpretations, refers to the accusation generally made against al-Ghazall 
that he made “philosophical ideas” ( ma’ani l-falsafa) “the interior of the Qur’an” {batin 
al-Qur’an): ibid., 120. 

127 Musnad Ahmad, Awwal musnad al-Basriyyin, 19789; Sunan at-Tirmidhl, Kitab Fada’il 
al-Qur’an, 2887; Sunan ad-Darimi, Kitab Fada’il al-Qur’an, 3416 (http://hadith.al-islam 
,com/Loader.aspx?pageid=26i). 

128 Jawahir, 107/81. 

129 Abu Nasr al-Farabl, Kitab al-Jam' bayna ray ay al-hakimayn, ed. Alber NasrI Nadir, 3rd Ed., 
Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1968, p. 84. 

130 Ibid., 85. 
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was qualified by nature to study, to withhold philosophy from those who are 
unqualified, and to train the students to endeavor intellectually. 131 Using sym¬ 
bolic and ambiguous language in philosophical writings was, therefore, mainly 
motivated by both keeping philosophy away from those who are not qualified 
to deal with it and training the intellectual abilities of the students. Al-Ghazali 
seems to have adopted this educational method in training young Sufis how to 
deal with the Qur’an. 

However, the most significant philosophical feature in Jawahir al-Qur'an is, 
in my view, al-Ghazall’s classification of the sciences connecting them to the 
Qur’an. For almost all classifications in Arabic before al-Ghazall were under¬ 
taken by philosophers. 132 This method resembles al-Farabl’s and Ibn Sina’s 
previous dealing with sciences from a philosophical point of view. The former 
describes in his Ihsa’ al-’ulum {The Enumeration of Sciences) the “famous sci¬ 
ences” {al-’ulum al-mashhura) and their parts presenting the objectives and 
qualities of each one of them. He divides the sciences into five areas: philol¬ 
ogy, logic, mathematics including music, physics, metaphysics and social sci¬ 
ences including fiqh and kalam. Ibn Sina, for his part, divides in the epistle 
Fiaqsam al-’ulum al-'aqliyya {On the Divisions of the Rational Sciences) “philos¬ 
ophy” {al-hikma) into “an abstract theoretical and a practical part.” Logic with 


131 Abu Nasr al-Farabi, Ma yanbaghi an yuqaddam qabla ta'allum falsafat Aristu, in id., 
Mabadi’al-falsafa al-qadlma, Cairo 1328 [1910], p. 14. 

132 Al-Kindi, “Risalat al-Kindl fi kamiyyat kutub Aristu,” in: Rasa’il al-Kindi l-falsafiyya, ed. 
Muhammad Abd al-Hadi Abu Rida, Kairo: Dar al-Fikr al-Arabi, n.d., pp. 362-374; al-Farabi, 
Ihsa’ al-’ulum, ed. by ‘Uthman Amin, Cairo: Maktabat al-Anglu al-Misriya, 1968; Ikhwan 
as-Safa’, Rasa’il, Risala 1.7, Chapters: Fast fi ajnas al-’ulum & Fast fi l-’ulum al-ilahiyya. 
4 Vols., Vol. 1, Beirut: Dar Sadir n.d., pp. 266-275; Ibn Sina, Fi aqsdrn al-’ulum al-’aqliyya, 
in: Tis’rasa’il, Constantinople: 1298 [1880], pp. 71-80. Studies dealing with the classifica¬ 
tion of sciences by the falasifa-. Osman Bakar, Classification of Knowledge in Islam: A Study 
in Islamic Philosophies of Science, Islamic Texts Society, Cambridge 1998; Hans Daiber, 
“Qosta ibn Lfiqa (9. Jh.) fiber die Einteilung der Wissenschafiten,” in: Zeitschriftfur die 
Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften, 6 (1990): 93-129; Louis Gardet and 
M. M. Anawati, Introduction a la theologie musulmane: essai de theologie comparee, J. Vrin, 
Paris 1948, pp. 94-124; Dimitri Gutas, Avicenna and the Aristotelian Tradition: Introduction 
to Reading Avicenna’s Philosophical Works, Leiden and New York 1988, pp. i4gff.; Christel 
Hein, Definition und Einteilung der Philosophie: Von der spdtantiken Einleitungsliteratur 
zur arabischen Enzykbpadie, Frankfurt am Main 1985; Michael Marmura, “Avicenna and 
the Division of Sciences in the Isagoge of His ShifiV" in: foumalfor the History of Arabic 
Science, 4 (1980): 239-251 [repr. in Michael Marmura, Probing in Islamic Philosophy: Studies 
in the Philosophies of Ibn Sina, al-Ghazali and Other Major Muslim Thinkers, Binghamton 
2005, pp. 1-15]; Miklos Maroth, “Das System der Wissenschaften bei Ibn Sina,” in: Burchard 
Brentjes (Ed.), Avicenna - Ibn Sina {980-1036), Halle 1980, vol. 2, pp. 27-32. 
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its nine parts is attached to them, as the instrument (ala) which leads man to 
acquire sound judgments. 133 The purpose ( ghaya ) of theoretical philosophy, 
according to Ibn Sina, is the “truth” ( al-haqq ), the purpose of practical philoso¬ 
phy is “goodness” ( al-khayr ). Based on the extent of their relation to “matter 
and motion” ( al-maddawa-l-haraka ), the three parts of theoretical philosophy 
are ranked: “the lowest science” is physics, mathematics is the intermediate 
one, and metaphysics is the highest. 134 The major part of the treatise consists 
of brief statements on the essential qualities of each one of the various disci¬ 
plines branching off these sciences. 135 The practical sciences are also divided, 
in an Aristotelian manner, into three parts according to the state of the indi¬ 
vidual. The first part is ethics dealing with the moral conduct of the individual; 
the second part, economics, deals with the management of the household; and 
the third part, politics, deals with leadership and guidance of human commu¬ 
nities. Ibn Sina does not rank the three practical sciences; he seems to consider 
them as strongly interdependent. 136 However, he assigns to each one of them 
reference works of Greek philosophy. 137 In his other treatise ’Uyun al-hikma 
(Springs of Wisdom), he states that the “origin (mabda 3 )” of the three practical 
disciplines of philosophy is “obtained from the Divine SharTa (mustafad min 
jihat ash-shari a al-ilahiyya)', the perfection of their rules (kamalat hududiha) 
can be made manifest (tastabln) by means of the Divine SharTa, as well.” 138 
Thus, there are good reasons to assume that al-Ghazall was influenced by these 
works to classify Qur'anic verses and connect several sciences to the Qur'an 
according to a certain hierarchical order. Particularly, the statement he makes 
from a theological point of view that the origins (awd’iliha) of secular sciences 
lie in the Qur'an reveals an Avicennian impact, as Ibn Sina’s abovementioned 
statement shows. Furthermore, by assigning books of his own to each one of 
the religious sciences, he appears to be following Ibn Sina’s example in assign¬ 
ing classical books of philosophy to most of the rational sciences. 139 


133 Fiaqsam, 79T 

134 Fi aqsam, jii. 

135 Fi aqsam, 74-79. 

136 Fi aqsam, 73L 

137 See: Georges Tamer, Islamische Philosophie und die Krise der Modeme. Das Verhaltnis von 
Leo Strauss zu Alfarabi, Avicenna undAverroes, Leiden: Brill, 2001, pp. 63T 

138 Ibn Sina, ’Uyun al-hikma, ed. by c Abd ar-Rahman Badawi, 2nd Ed., Kuwait, Beirut 1980, 
p. 16. In Rasa’il Ikhwan as-sajd‘ (The Letters of the Brethren ofPurity), Beirut: Dar Sadir, n.d., 
mathematical, natural and psychological sciences as well as the matters of religion are 
extensively discussed in 52 treatises. 

139 Cf. the discussion of al-Ghazali's attitude towards the philosophers, particularly Ibn 
Sina, provided in Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought, pp. 81-101 .1 don't share 
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The philosophical features of al-Ghazall’s hermeneutical treatment of the 
Qur’an and deriving all kinds of sciences out of it, however, are not essential, 
but functional in his conception. They serve the purpose of establishing a 
rationally balanced Sufi understanding of the Qur’an and its relation to sci¬ 
ences. In general, al-Ghazall adopts philosophical concepts and adapts them 
in order to establish something different from that what the philosophers had 
offered. Philosophy provides him with stones he needs to erect his own build¬ 
ing which also includes Qur’anic and mystical elements./awa/z/r al-Qur’an can, 
thus, be considered as al-Ghazali’s response to the rationalistic approach of 
the philosophers in dealing with forms of knowledge. Occupied with rational 
tools, al-Ghazall presents the Qur’an as a corpus anti-philosophy, as a source 
of knowledge, as a cosmos parallel to the created world. Holding the Qur’an in 
his hand, he develops results contrary to the ideas of the philosophers. While 
the philosophers hold philosophy for a universal field of knowledge, al-Ghazall 
presents the Qur’an in the Jewels as an infinite, inexhaustible sea which shows 
numerous forms of knowledge, though hides what is preserved for those who 
are qualified to discover it. In his view, the text of the Qur’an as such is a trea¬ 
sure of signs and allusions and an attraction for those who desire to obtain 
knowledge. In order to earn the wealth preserved there, they have to be intel¬ 
lectually and spiritually trained and occupied with adequate scientific tools. 
While the philosophers predominantly adhere to rational sciences, al-Ghazall 
propagates an open conception of science, which includes, in addition to the 
rational, the religious and even the “obscure” esoteric sciences. While the phi¬ 
losophers are interested in enumerating and classifying sciences, al-Ghazall 
holds sciences, as such, for innumerable. Presumably in a critical hint against 
al-Farabl’s and Ibn Sina’s classification of philosophical sciences, al-Ghazall 
asserts that sciences actually defy human counting, since humans are inca¬ 
pable of estimating the existence of sciences over the course of the history of 
human civilization. Furthermore, rational sciences constitute only a part of 
the totality of sciences. In this sense, al-Ghazall goes beyond the limits of ratio¬ 
nality drawn by the philosophers. Some segments of his project show clear 
philosophical color, indeed; nevertheless, they are not the final ones which 
ultimately determine the nature of the project and its purpose. Opposing the 
philosophical way of discussing sciences may explain the lack of philosophical 
terminology in this book. 140 


Treigers radical interpretation of al-Ghazall as “a kind of a ‘Trojan horse,' which brought 
Avicenna's philosophy into the heart of Islamic thought.” Ibid., p. 104. Al-Ghazali's recep¬ 
tion of Ibn Sina’s philosophy is too complex to be considered as mere smuggling. 

140 Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in al-Ghazzdli, Jerusalem: The Magnus Press, 1975, p. 249. 
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Like the philosophers, al-Ghazall determines that eternal bliss is the result 
of searching for and obtaining knowledge in life. However, he differs from the 
philosophers in regards to the quality of knowledge which leads to that state. 
He ascribes eternal bliss to those who possess knowledge of God and His deeds 
in the visible world - a judgment which seems to be a reply to the philoso¬ 
phers’ view that eternal happiness is given through rational knowledge. 141 The 
knowledge he presents in Jawahir al-Qur’an is not exhausted in, but based on 
the rational study of beings in order to achieve a better knowledge of their 
creator who is seen as acting in and through every part of the creation. The 
knowledge al-Ghazall advocates transcends rationality, without eliminating it. 
Al-Ghazall uses the chariot of theoretical and practical rationality to ascend to 
a level of spiritual knowledge according to which God appears to be the sole 
existent and sole agent in the universe. 142 


6 Conclusions 

Al-GhazalTs approach in the Jewels is characterized through a complex synthe¬ 
sis of an Ash‘arite-Sufi understanding of the Qur’an, mixed with philosophical 
elements. 143 With the Ash'arites identifying the Qur’anic text as the speech of 
God and, thus, as an attribute of His divine essence, it was no more the verbal 
text of the Qur’an which deserves to be focused on, as the Mu'tazilites had 
advocated, but rather, the meanings of the divine speech. The Sufis, for their 
part, defined the purpose of human existence on earth as the achievement of 
individual eternal salvation in the hereafter through ascetic dedication to God. 
They emphasized a spiritual reading of the Qur’an. In this context, al-Ghazall, 
a committed Sufi with clear rational features, has to perform an intellectual 
tightrope act of Qur’anic hermeneutics. While stressing an esoteric sense of 
Qur’anic statements, he, against the Batinites, does not neglect the value of 
the verbal text of the Qur’an; he states that only through it, it is possible to 
penetrate to the deep meanings preserved within. While stressing the spiritual 


141 See: Al-FarabI, Kitab Tahsil as-sa’ada, ed. Ja'far Al Yasln, Beirut: Dar al-Andalus 1401/1981. 
Partial translation by Muhsin Mahdi in R. Lemer and M. Mahdi (Eds.), Medieval Political 
Philosophy: A Sourcebook, New York: Glencoe, 1963, pp. 59-83. 

142 Cf. Annemarie Schimmel, “Reason and Mystical Experience in Sufism,” in: Farhad Daftari 
(Ed.), Intellectual Traditions in Islam, London/New York: L. B. Tauris in association with 
The Institute of Ismaili Studies, 2000, pp. 130-145. 

143 Cf. Richard M. Frank, Al-Ghazall and the Ash'arite School, Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 1994. 
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knowledge of the text as the purpose of interpreting the Qur’an, focusing on 
contents which lead to eternal bliss, he develops, in response to the philoso¬ 
phers, an open conception of science, which includes all forms of religious and 
non-religious knowledge, and connects them intrinsically to the Qur’an. 144 

According to al-Ghazall’s bi-partite cosmology, the world is divided into two 
parts, a material and a spiritual one. Both parts truly exist; the existence of the 
visible world is, however, temporary, while the unseen world is eternal. The 
world of perception is a world of images and symbols. In al-Ghazall’s semi¬ 
otics of being, every existent in the visible world serves as a sign for an exis¬ 
tent in the invisible heavenly world. The world of perception is, therefore, a 
collection of signs indicating to realities which exist beyond sensual percep¬ 
tion. These realities appear only to the inner sight of persons in possession of 
adequate spiritual training. Similarly, the text of the Qur’an includes all forms 
and kinds of knowledge, to which Qur’anic words and expressions indicate. 
In accordance with the bi-partite structure of each the world and the Qur’an, 
al-Ghazall presents a bi-partite system of religious sciences divided into a 
higher and a lower level. Sciences in each one of these two groups are, again, 
hierarchically ranked. In order to let the reader understand how the religious 
sciences, together with their respective subjects, are ranked in relation to each 
other, al-Ghazall ascribes, symbolically, to each one of them a precious object 
available in the world of sense perception. The jewels, pearls and other mate¬ 
rials, as such, are valuable; their values differ from each other. They serve as 
symbols for forms of religious knowledge. An existing entity itself, each one 
of these symbols has a certain value which makes it adequate to symbolize an 
abstract object of religious knowledge. 145 


144 Cf. Nicholas Heer, “Abu Hamid al-Ghazali's Esoteric Exegesis of the Koran,” in: Leonard 
Lewisohn (Ed.), The Heritage of Sufism, 3 Vols., Vol. 1. Classical Persian Sufism from its 
Origin to Rumi (700-1300), Oxford: Oneworld, 1999, pp. 235-257. Jawahir al-Qur’an is not 

145 Abu Zayd, Mafhum an-nass, p. 278, considers that al-Ghazali’s transforming the words 
of the Qur’an into symbols causes the interpretation of the Qur’an ( ta’wil ) to become a 
process of transformation ( tahwil), such as that practiced by alchemists. Understanding 
the Qur’an becomes, thus, a specialty of a minority of those who claim possessing a con¬ 
junction with the true world of spiritual ideas - the world which can be truly entered 
after death. (Ibid., p. 272!) Abu Zayd adds that the relation between the symbol and the 
symbolized matter, in al-Ghazall’s conception, is “a relation of altering and transforming” 
(i al-qalb wa-t-tahwil) based on knowing the common semantic meaning shared by both 
the symbol and the symbolized matter. The jewels and pearls mentioned in the Jawahir 
are used as “images” indicating directly to the “truths of the Qur’an,” where their real 
meanings turn to be of mere metaphoric nature. (Ibid., p. 278f.) His harshest point of 
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Al-Ghazall ranks the forms of knowledge using the names of well-known 
alchemistic and precious materials as symbols to demonstrate their different 
value. Utilizing alchemistic terminology to describe subjects of knowledge 
fits into the ultimate understanding of alchemy, predominant in pre-modern 
times, as a way to conceive of the secrets and the essence of things. Accordingly, 
searching for gold in metals resembles, basically, the search for God - a view 
obviously shared by al-Ghazali. 146 In his conception, the used symbols do not 
substitute the forms of knowledge; they serve as concrete perceptible indica¬ 
tors to them. Based on al-Ghazall’s view of all existents, visible and invisible, 
as being connected to each other in chains of analogy, this approach appears 
plausible, as unusual as it actually is. Each existent in the world of percep¬ 
tion points to a reality in the unseen world, which could be understood as 
an invitation for qualified readers, i.e. the Sufis, to both perceive the connec¬ 
tions between both worlds and, furthermore, interpret the text of the Qur’an 
appropriately. 

According to al-Ghazali, due to the cognitive limitations of human nature, 
there is no other way to obtain knowledge of the spiritual realities but through 
knowing the essence of the apparent images and symbols. 147 It is “impossible” 
for a living person to reach the spiritual world but through spiritual interpreta¬ 
tion of the images and symbols in the material world. 148 By means of imagina¬ 
tion ( al-khayal ), the interpreter passes from the perceived “image” ( al-mithal) 
to the spiritual “reality” (al-haqlqa) which the image bears, 149 from the fading 
“world of senses” ('alam al-hiss) into the eternal “world of dominion” (‘alarm 
al-malakut). This method applies to the investigation of the world as well as to 
the interpretation of the Qur’an. The spiritually trained observer of the world 


critique against al-Ghazali is that al-Ghazali's usage of names of jewels, pearls and rubies 
as indications for different parts of the Qur’an is an attempt to provide Muslims with 
a kind of compensation for not being capable of adequately understanding the Qur’an. 
This approach paved the way in Islamic culture for treating the written text of the Qur’an 
as “ ‘something 1 precious” which can hardly be understood, but, rather, made an orna¬ 
ment or a talisman (Ibid., p. 297). 

146 Cf. on Sufis and alchemistic practices Regula Forster, “Auf der Suche nach Gold und 
Gott Alchemisten und Fromme im arabischen Mittelalter,” in: Almut-Barbara Renger 
(Ed.), Meister und Schuler in Geschichte und Gegenwart. Von Religionen der Antike bis zur 
modemen Esoterik, Gottingen: V&R Unipress 2012, 213-230, especially pp. 219-224. Books 
of alchemy were ascribed to al-Ghazali, although their authenticity has been doubted: 
Ullmann, Die Natur- und Geheimwissenschaften im Islam, 227. 

147 Jawahir, p. 92. 

148 Jawahir, p. 88. 

149 Jawahir, p. 91. 
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passes by means of imagination from the visible image to the reality beyond it; 
similarly, the spiritually trained interpreter of the Qur’an passes from the exter¬ 
nal shell of the Qur’anic text to the interior truth which is its pith. 150 Obviously, 
al-Ghazall ascribes to imagination a mediator role between sensual percep¬ 
tion and knowledge of truth. In doing that, he follows Aristotle who argues 
in De Anima that no one can learn or understand anything without sense 
perception and that thinking is not possible without images ( phantasmata). 151 
Imagination ( phantasia ) delivers to the intellectual faculty the objects of sense 
perception. 152 Aristotle’s teaching was utilized by al-Farabi to describe how the 
First Chief (ar-rafs al-awwal) of the Virtuous City ( al-madlna al-Judila), as a 
prophet, receives knowledge from the Active Intellect ( al-’aql al-fa“al) and 
transmits the received knowledge to the people in an understandable way. 153 

Al-Ghazall deduces non-religious sciences out of the Qur’an: As the Qur’an 
is a theological document of God’s uncountable deeds in both the visible and 
the invisible world, and sciences exist in order to deal with these deeds, the 
origins of sciences are embedded in the Qur’an. However, the relationship 
between the Qur’an and non-religious sciences does not end here: scientific 
knowledge helps understand the deep meanings of Qur’anic statements. The 
more we know, the better we grasp God’s intentions revealed in the Qur’an. 
Al-Ghazall presents the Qur’an, thus, as a stimulus to obtain knowledge and 
master sciences. The Qur’an does not replace rational sciences, but rather con¬ 
firms their necessary existence. Rational sciences do not deliver knowledge 
indispensable for salvation. However, they provide the person seeking salva¬ 
tion with necessary findings which help him improve his epistemological and 
spiritual state, as well. In the same way as al-Ghazall sees the combination of 
“theoretical knowledge” ( al-’lm ) and “practice” (ai-'amaZ) 154 necessary to pur¬ 
sue the mystical path, he seems to intrinsically connect scientific knowledge to 


150 Abu Zayd, Majhum an-nass, p. 271, states critically that from a hermeneutical point of view 
the statements of the Qur’an resemble, in al-Ghazali’s conception, the perishable world 
as well as the dreams; they are not the truth, but contain esoteric true meanings which 
can be reached through interpretation. The words of the Qur’an become, thus, “symbols 
for hidden truths which exist in the ideal world, the world of spirits and meanings”. 

151 Aristotle, De Anima, with translation, introduction and notes by R. D. Hicks, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1907,432a7ff. 

152 Ibid., ill, 3. 

153 Abu Nasr al-Farabi, On the Perfect State, Part v, Ch. 15, § 10, p. 244b Cf. Hans Daiber, 
“Prophetie und Ethikbei Farabi (gest 339/950),” in: Christian Wenin (ed.), L’homme etson 
Univers au moyen Age, Louvain la Neuve 1986:729-753. 

154 Jawahir, m/87. 



TAMER 


spiritual development as complementary components of the human endeavor 
to obtain cognitive knowledge about God. 

Al-Ghazall’s open conception of science allows the establishment of deep 
connection between science and revelation out of the text of the Qur’an. Based 
on a tolerant-inclusive attitude, he combines faith and knowledge in mystical 
harmony. In that, al-Ghazall is not a rationalist; he is a mystic who does not dis¬ 
card rationality, but integrates it in his conception of knowledge. Rationality 
is highly estimated in this conception; however, it does not occupy the highest 
rank. This is preserved, in al-Ghazall’s mind, for spiritual knowledge obtained 
by “tasting” ( dhawq) the truth of beings. 155 In his view, the world is a nexus 
of different analogic layers, the lower ones of them lead to the higher; the 
visible world of senses ( 'alam ash-shahacLa) consists of “symbols and signs” 
(rumuz wa-isharat), representing higher realities in the invisible world (‘ alam 
al-ghayb), which cannot be intellectually captured by reason. For al-Ghazall, 
the intellect is not the highest authority of knowledge; it is inferior to the spirit 
(ar-ruh) which cognizes the world by means of the eye of the heart ( at-baslra ) 
through mystical contemplation. Knowledge acquired in this manner serves 
the anagoge of the spirit, working its way up the order from lower to higher 
objects of knowledge. The lower objects serve, thus, as pointers to higher ones. 
The intellect is not excluded from this process of cognition; it delivers to the 
spirit the knowledge that it can achieve. 

Al-Ghazall’s occupation with the idea of individual salvation in the 
Hereafter and how this can be reached through theoretical knowledge and 
practical behavior in this world leads him to suggest an esoteric reading of the 
Qur’an, which focuses on eschatologically relevant meanings which are to be 
uncovered through contemplating over the text. However, an esoteric reading 
of the Qur’an opens the door for arbitrary interpretations of a text which is of 
universal validity and normative power in Muslim societies. Al-Ghazall seems 
to be aware of the fact that the hermeneutical approach he suggests in Jawahir 
al-Qur’an is appropriate only for a small group of people who are intellectu¬ 
ally, morally and spiritually on a level that would require from them not to be 
distracted from striving to pursue a Sufi way of life. He was accustomed to say 
different things to different people according to their different skills. 


155 Cf. Eric Ormsby, “The Taste of Truth: The Structure of Experience in Al-Ghazall’s 
Al-Munqidh min al-Dalal,” in: Wael B. Hallaq and Donald P. Little (Eds.), Islamic Studies 
Presented to Charles J. Adams, Leiden: Brill, 1991,133-152. 



CHAPTER 5 


Al-Ghazali at His Most Rationalist 

The Universal Rulefor Allegorically Interpreting Revelation 
(al-Qanun al-Kullifi t-Ta’wil) 

Frank Griffel 


Around the year 715/1315, the Mamluk theologian Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) 
wrote a monumental refutation of rationalist theology in Islam, Rejecting the 
Notion That Revelation and Reason Would Contradict Each Other ( Dar‘ ta'arud 
al-'aqlwa-n-naql ). 1 In that book, which in its modern edition stretches over 
more than 4,000 pages in 11 volumes, he addresses the teachings of a number 
of thinkers beginning with the early theologians of the 2nd/8th century and 
the Mu'tazilites. He focuses primarily, however, on faldsifa such as Ibn Sina 
(Avicenna, d. 428/1037), Ibn Rushd (Averroes, d. 595/U98) and thinkers whom 
Ibn Taymiyya regarded as their followers among the theologians of Islam, 
like al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111), Ibn Tumart (d. 524/1130), or Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi 
(d. 606/1210). Quite unusual for this kind of literature, Ibn Taymiyya begins 
his Dar 1 ta'arud right after the basmala and a brief khutba with a relatively 
long quote that he introduces as coming from “someone” (“qala l- qa’il’j. In 
that quote the “someone” explains the principle he applies regarding passages 
where the outward sense of revelation ( zawahirnaqliyya ) differs from what has 
been decisively established through reason ( qawatT i aqliyya). In these cases, 
so the quoted position, the two conflicting sources of knowledge cannot both 
be true; subsequently one must be dismissed and the other be given priority. 
“Giving priority to revelation ( as-samj ,” the quote continues, “is impossible 
because reason is the foundation of revelation. Dismissing the foundation of 
a thing is dismissing the thing itself and giving priority to revelation would 
be dismissing revelation and reason altogether. This is why prioritizing reason 
is necessary.” 2 Subsequently, revelation needs to be interpreted allegorically 
( yuta’awwalu ) wherever its outward sense clashes with reason. 3 


1 In regards to dating, see the editor’s introduction to Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ ta’arud at- ‘aql wa-n- 
naql aw-muwafaqat sahlh al-manqul li-sarih al-ma’qul, ed. M. Rashad Salim, 11 vols., Beirut: 
Dar al-Kunuz al-Adabiyya, n.d. [1980]), 1: 7-10. All quotations from this text rendered in 
English are my own translation. 

2 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar‘ ta‘arud al-’aqlwa-n-naql, 1:4. 

3 Arab, ta’wll means to understand a word or textual passage in a way that differs from the 
apparent or outward meaning ( zahir ). I translate it as “allegorical interpretation,” because 
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The view that “reason is the foundation of revelation” ( al-'aql asl an-naql) 
is the main premise of the position quoted - and opposed - by Ibn Taymiyya at 
the beginning of his Dar 1 ta cirud. Ending the quote Ibn Taymiyya adds: 

[Fakhr ad-DIn] ar-Razi and his followers made this position into a univer¬ 
sal rule ( qanun kullt) in regard to that which can be concluded from the 
Books of God and the words of His prophets and that which cannot be 
concluded from them. That is why [ar-Razi and his followers] refuse to 
accept conclusions based on information that comes from the prophets 
and the messengers about God’s attributes and similar things that the 
prophets inform [us] of. These people believe that reason ( al-'aql ) con¬ 
tradicts [this information]. * * 4 

In his work Establishing [an Understanding] of Divine Transcendence (Ta’sis 
at-taqdis), Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi has a two-page-passage where he describes his 
attitude towards verses in revelation where the outward wording of the text 
(.zawahir ) is in conflict with reason. There, he described this attitude as “the 
universal rule that should be applied for all ambiguous verses [in revelation]” 
(al-qanun al-kulli al-marju ilayhi fi jamT al-mutashabihat). Ibn Taymiyya’s 
quote - which he ascribes to “someone” - does indeed include many elements 
of ar-Razi’s teachings in this passage, 5 yet it also includes phrases and formulas 
that Fakhr ad-DIn would not have used, chief among them the claim that “rea¬ 
son contradicts [information that comes from the prophets]” (al-'aql yu'dridu 
[ma ja’at bihi l-anbiya’]) and that “reason is the foundation of revelation” 
(i al-'aql asl an-naql). Why Fakhr ad-DIn would not have said these two phrases 
will become clear at the end of this chapter. 

Ibn Taymiyya’s claims, therefore, must be taken with a grain of salt and read 
in the context of his polemic. In essence, he clarifies that the very position 
that provoked him to write his grand refutation is the one that “reason is the 
foundation of revelation” ( al-’aql asl an-naql). Those scholars who are guilty 


the English word “interpretation” does not include the aspect of rejecting the apparent or 

outward meaning. 

4 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ta’arud al-’aqlwa-n-naql, 1:4-5. 

5 See Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi in his Ta’sls at-taqdis, edited under the title Asas at-taqdis, ed. 
Muhyi d-DIn Sabri 1-KurdI et al., Cairo: Matba'at Kurdistan al-Tlmiyya, 1328 [1910-11], 210. 
On this passage from Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi and Ibn Taymiyya’s response in the Dar ’ ta’arud 
see Nicolas Heer, “The Priority of Reason in the Interpretation of Scripture: Ibn Taymlya and 
the Mutakallimun,” in: The Literary Heritage of Classical Islam: Arabic and Islamic Studies in 
Honor of James A. Bellamy, ed. M. Mir, Princeton: Darwin Press, 1993,181-95. 
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of subscribing to that position make it into a “universal rule.” Ibn Taymiyya’s 
understanding of the connection between this position and the universal rule 
goes back to a small work by al-Ghazali. Analyzing that small work will reveal 
what Ibn Taymiyya’s accusation truly means, as well as disclose what he has in 
mind when he says his opponents take the position that reason is a foundation 
(as/) of revelation. 


1 The “Universal Rule” (qanun kulli) in a Letter of al-Ghazali 

Following the passage given above, Ibn Taymiyya informs his readers that the 
“universal rule” ( qanun kulli) is not Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi’s invention: 

About this rule (qanun) that they apply, [we say that] another group has 
preceded them and one of them was Abu Hamid [al-Ghazali]. He posited 
a rule ( qanun) in response to questions put before him about certain 
revealed texts that posed problems for the one who asked him. These 
questions are similar to the ones that the QadI Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi 
asked al-Ghazali. The QadI Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi rejected many of the 
answers he got [from al-Ghazali] and said: “Our teacher Abu Hamid 
[al-Ghazali] entered into the bellies of the falasifa; and when he wanted 
to get out of there, he couldn’t.” The QadI Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi reported 
from al-Ghazali himself that he had said: “My merchandise in hacilth 
studies is meager.” Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi himself applied a different rule 
and based himself on the method of Abu 1 -Ma‘alI [al-Juwaynl] and others 
before him, such as the QadI Abu Bakr al-Baqillani. 6 

Ibn Taymiyya was enormously well read in the history of Islamic theology and 
he summarizes here in a nutshell what modern researchers over the past fifty 
years have also suspected: the short text by al-Ghazali that circulates under 
the title The Universal Rule of Allegorically Interpreting Revelation (al-Qaniin 
al-kulllfl t-ta’wll) was initially a written response to questions put to him by his 
student Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi (d. 543/1148). 7 

In 1968, the Lebanese scholar Ihsan Abbas presented the content of a man¬ 
uscript in Rabat that preserved certain questions which Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi 
had put to al-Ghazali, including the latter’s response. Abbas’ description of 


6 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ ta’arud al-'aqlwa-n-naql, 1:5-6. 

7 On Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi see Griffel, Al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009,62-71. 
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the text of the letter suggests that the short epistle al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wll 
has derived from it. 8 Ibn Taymiyya states cautiously that al-Ghazali’s writ¬ 
ten response to Abu Bakr ibn al-‘ArabI concerning the principles of how to 
interpret revelation allegorically “is similar” to the text where al-Ghazall puts 
down his rule about the interpretation of revelation. In my recent book on 
al-Ghazall I was less cautious in the conclusions I draw from the evidence that 
we have: the text of responsa to Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabl’s questions is the very 
same text that circulates as al-Ghazali’s al-Qanun al-kulli fit-ta 3 wil ; 9 or, to put it 
the other way round, the short text circulating as al-Ghazali’s al-Qanun al-kulli 
fi t-ta’wil stems from written answers he gave to questions by his student Abu 
Bakr ibn al-‘ArabI. Ibn Taymiyya provides additional evidence to confirm this 
conclusion: “the Qadi Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi reported from al-Ghazall himself 
that he had said: ‘My merchandise in hadith studies is meager.’ ” 10 We find that 
sentence, verbatim, close to the end of al-Ghazall’s al-Qanun al-kullifi t-ta’wil, 
which makes it quite certain that this work was originally the letter to Abu Bakr 
ibn al-‘ArabI that Ibn Taymiyya refers to. Indeed, after the bulk of the research 
on this chapter had been completed, an edition of al-Ghazali’s response to Ibn 
Arabi’s question was published. It is based on a single manuscript, initially 
from the Zawiyat an-Nasiriyya in Tamegroute in southern Morocco and now 
at Morocco’s National Library in Rabat. The edition confirms that al-Ghazali’s 
al-Qanun al-kulli fi t-ta’wil is an excerpt from his response to Ibn al-Arabi. 
It is compiled mostly from the discussion to the ninth question in a letter 
that is much longer than al-Qanun and that includes answers to 17 different 
question. * 11 


8 Ihsan Abbas did not draw that latter conclusion. For a description of the text in the uniden¬ 
tified manuscript from Rabat's Bibliotheque generate (al-Khizana al-‘amma) of which 
there was apparently once a film (ms: 297-3) at the library of the American University 
of Beirut, Ihsan Abbas' workplace; see his article, “Rihlat Ibn al-Arabi ila 1-Mashriq kama 
sawwaraha Qanun at-ta’wil,” al-Abhath (Beirut) 21 (1968): 59-91, esp. 68-70. 

9 Griffel, Al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, 71. 

10 Arab, and muzja l-bida'afil-hadith] Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ta'arud al-'aqlwa-l-naql,v. 6. 

11 Al-Ghazall, Ajwibat al-Ghazall 'an as’ilat Ibn al-Arabi, ed. Muhammad Abdu (Beirut: 
Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1433/2012), 74-94. The edition is based on ms Rabat, National 
Library, Q555, foil. ib-i4b. This is most probably the ms that Ihsan Abbas has worked 
with. I am grateful to Pierre-Alain Defosse in Rabat for pointing me to this edition. It 
made me realize that there is at least one other manuscript of this text, namely ms Paris, 
Bibliotheque Nationale, no. 5639 (Fonds Archinard), which I had misidentified in an ear¬ 
lier study ( Al-Ghazalts Philosophical Theology, 308, n. 61) as a manuscript of a different 
text of al-Ghazall. 
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The text of al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wll is preserved in three manuscripts in 
libraries at Cairo and Istanbul. 12 There are no known copies of this work in 
European libraries or in Iran. It is known since at least the late 19th century 
and mentioned in Carl Brockelmann’s list of works by al-Ghazall. 13 An edited 
version of the text, based on a single manuscript from the Cairo National 
Library, 14 was published in Cairo, in 1940, under the misleading title The Rule of 


12 ms Cairo, Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, majami' 180, foil. 8gb-g6b and two mss at the 
Siileymaniye Yazma Eser Kiitiiphanesi in Istanbul: ms Ayasofya 2194, foil. g2a-ioob and 
ms Carullah 1075, foil. ia-8a. The Cairo ms was copied in Muharram 1133 / November 
1720. It is briefly described in the catalogue of mss at the Khedivial Library at the Darb 
al-Gamamiz in Cairo. See Fihrist al-kutub al-'arabiyya al-mahjuza bi-l-Kutubkhana 
al-Khidiwiyya, 7 vols., Cairo: al-Matba c a al- c Uthmaniyya, 1301-1309 [1883-1891], 7: 231-32. 
A more thorough description is in Abd ar-Rahman Badawi, Mu’allafat al-Ghazall, 2nd ed., 
Kuwait: Wikalat al-Matbu c at, 1977,168-171. The two mss at the Siileymaniye Kiitiiphanesi 
are also late copies of the iith/i7th or i2th/i8th centuries, ms Ayasofya 2194 is incom¬ 
plete at the end, having lost its last folio. Badawi, Mu’allajdt al-Ghazall, 168, mentions 
a third ms in Istanbul, Bayezid Umumi Kiitiiphanesi, Veliyeddin Efendi 1075. According 
to Defter-i kutiipkhaneh-yi Veliyeddin, Istanbul: Dersaadet Mahmut Bey Matbaasi, 1303 
[1885-86], 60, however, ms Veliyeddin Efendi 1075 is a copy of a super-commentary on 
Kemalpa§azadeh’s commentary on al-Abhari’s Hidayat al-hikma. Badawi most probably 
confused the Veliyeddin Efendi and the Carullah collections in Istanbul, a likely confu¬ 
sion given that the full name of the latter is “Carullah Veliyeddin.” 

13 Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, 2nd. ed., 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 
1943-49), 1: 422, no. 21, refers to the Cairo ms. Brockelmann mentions that the text has 
been edited by A. J. Casas y Manrique in Uppsala (Sweden) 1937. This, however, is an 
error. M. J. Casas y Manrique, Garni' al-Haqa’iq bi-tagrld al- 'ala’iq: Origeny texto, Uppsala: 
Almquist & Wiksell, 1937, is a study of ms 402 at the University Library in Uppsala, 
which contains a text ascribed to al-Ghazall. The ms is described in C. J. Tornberg’s cata¬ 
logue, Codices arabici, persici et turcici Bibliothecae Regia Uncversitatis Upsaliensis, Lund: 
Impensis Reg., 1949,262-63, and the text is, according to Casas y Manrique's study, not by 
al-Ghazall. 

14 Al-Ghazall, Qanun at-ta’wll, ed. Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari, Cairo: Maktab Nashr ath- 
Thaqafa al-Islamiyya, 1359/1940. The text in this edition has been reprinted several times, 
most importantly in three small reprints all published with the title Qanun at-ta’wll. Two 
reprints bear al-Kawthari’s name as the editor on the title page, the first published in 
Cairo (Maktabat al-Azhariyya li-t-Turath, 2006), the second distributed as a supplement 
(hadiyya) to Majallat al-Azhar (Cairo) 58.4 (RabT 11 1406 / Dec. 1985-Jan. 1986). There 
is also a reprint of this text edited by Mahmud Blju and published in Damascus under 
his own imprint in 1413/1993. The text was also reprinted within several collective vol¬ 
umes of epistles by al-Ghazall, for instance in Majmu'at rasa’il al-Imam al-Ghazall, ed. 
Ahmad Shams ad-DIn et al., 7 vols., Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1409-14/1988-1994, 
7:121-32. Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari (1296-1371/1878-1952), the editor of the book, 
was an influential Hanafi jurist from Turkey who settled in Cairo in the 1920s and who 
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Allegorical Interpretation (Qaniin at-ta’wil ). 15 Neither the edition nor any of the 
manuscripts of this text suggest that the text goes back to questions that were 
put to al-Ghazall by Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi. 

The text of this short epistle consists of a series of questions - some quite 
weird questions, as we will see - and of al-Ghazali’s responses to them. He 
begins his answers by promising a “universal rule” ( qaniin kulll), which con¬ 
sists, as we will also see, of general remarks on the conflict between reason 
and revelation as well as three “recommendations” (singl. wasiyya) that should 
be followed when engaging in allegorical interpretation ( ta’wll ) of revelation. 
On the following pages, I shall present this work and contextualize it within 
the corpus of al-Ghazalls oeuvre. In its edition and in the manuscripts, the 
Universal Rule of Interpretation ( al-Qdnun al-kulli fi t-ta’wil) is only about a 
dozen pages long. The book is, however, quite important for our understanding 
of al-Ghazall’s thinking on prophecy and related issues. Furthermore, it prob¬ 
ably had some impact on Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi and certainly on Ibn Taymiyya, 
for whom the phrase “universal rule” ( qaniin kulli) becomes a theological pro¬ 
gram ascribed to his opponents. 

The text of al-Qaniin al-kullifi t-ta’wil has not been studied closely thus far; 
only a few excerpts of it have been translated into English and Turkish, and 
it has been mentioned in passing a handful of times in the Western second¬ 
ary literature on al-Ghazall. 16 What al-Ghazall means by “the universal rule” 
of allegorical interpretation, however, has not been clarified; neither has his 


edited important classical Arabic texts. He was a staunch Ash'arite and a vocal critic 
of Ibn Taymiyya. See the collection of introductions to his editions, Muhammad Zahid 
al-Kawthari, Muqaddimat al-Imdm al-Kawthari, Cairo: Dar ath-Thurayya, 1418/1997. That 
volume also contains two biographical articles on al-Kawthari but it unfortunately lacks 
the one-page introduction al-Kawthari wrote to his edition Qanun at-ta’wil. 

15 Note that al-Ghazall uses the phrase qanun at-ta’wll twice in one of his other works; see 
his Faysal at-tafriqa bayna l-Islam wa-z-zandaqa, ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo: ‘Isa 1-Babi 
1-HalabI, 1381/1961,184,187,195. 

16 Nicholas Heer, “Al-Ghazali’s The Canons of Ta’wil,” in: Windows in the House of Islam: 
Muslim Sources on the Spirituality andReligious Life, ed. John Renard, Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1998, 48-54, provides an English translation of the middle part of 
the work as well as a brief paraphrase of its content Already in 1930, Mehmet §erafettin 
Yaltkaya (1879-1947) gave a paraphrase of the text in his Turkish article “Gazali’nin Te’vil 
Hakkinda Basilmami§ Bir Eseri,” Dariilfunun ilahiyat Fakiiltesi Macmuasi (Ankara) 4 
(1930): 46-58. The article is based on ms Istanbul, Carullah 1075. Al-Qanun al-kulli is briefly 
mentioned in Maurice Bouyges, Essai de chronologie des oeuvres de al-Ghazali ( Algazel), 
ed. Michel Allard, Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1959, 58-59 (no. 44), 115 (no. 162), in 
Badawl, Mu’allajdt al-Ghazali, 168-171 (no. 44), and in Martin Whittingham, Al-Ghazali 
and the Qur’an: One Book, Many Meanings, London and New York: Routledge, 2007,2. 
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intriguing explanation of the word “Satan” ( shaytan) in revelation ever been 
presented to a Western readership. 


2 Authorship and Dating 

The existence of al-Qanun al-kulll fi t-ta’wil is well-documented, even from 
a relatively early point. A text with the title al-Qanun al-kulLl was ascribed 
to al-Ghazah by one of his earliest bibliographers, Taj ad-DIn as-Subk! 
(d. 771/1370). 17 As-Subki’s contemporary al-Wasiti (d. 776/1374), who in his biog¬ 
raphy of al-Ghazah has an even more extensive list of works than the former, 
mentions a work with the title Qanun at-ta’wil. ls In his biographical article 
(tarjama ) on al-Ghazah, al-Wasiti also quotes him as having said: “My merchan¬ 
dise in hadlth is meager” 19 - this is the memorable quote coming from the end 
of al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wll, suggesting that by the 8th/i4th century the letter 
to Abu Bakr ibn al-‘ArabI circulated as an independent work of al-Ghazah. 20 
Based most probably on as-Subkl’s testimony or on his own knowledge of a 
copy, the bibliographer al-Murtada az-Zabidi (d. 1205/1791) also includes a 
text with the title al-Qanun al-kulll in his list of al-Ghazall’s works. 21 Recently, 
Martin Whittingham questioned al-Ghazall’s authorship of this small work. 
He was, as far as I know, the first to do so - though Whittingham concedes 
that some sections of the work may well be authentic, “the work when taken 
as a whole exhibits features highly uncharacteristic of al-Ghazah, notably a 
disorderly structure and a self-effacing comment acknowledging limitations 


17 As-Subkl, Tabaqat ash-shafi’iyya al-kubra, ed. Mahmud M. at-Tanahl and Abd al-Fattah 
M. al-Hilu, 10 vols. (Cairo: ‘Isa 1-Babi 1-Halabi, 1964-76), 6:227. 

18 Al-Wasiti's work ( At-Tabaqat al- ’altyya fi manaqib ash-shafi’iyya) is yet unedited. The tar¬ 
jama on al-Ghazall, however, is edited in ‘Abd al-Amlr al-A‘sam, Al-Faylasuf al-Ghazall: 
I’adat taqwim li-munhana tatawwurihi ar-ruhi, 3rd ed., Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1981, 
167-94. Kitab Qanun at-ta’wil is mentioned twice in that list on pp. 183 and 185. Al-Wasiti’s 
list of works by al-Ghazall is also printed in Badawl, Mu’allajat al-Ghazall, 471-74. 

19 Arab, and muzja l-bida’a fi l-hadith: al-A‘sam, Al-Faylasuf al-Ghazall, 179. 

20 The quote, however, may also have been repeated in one of Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi's 
numerous works; many of them are still unedited. ‘Ammar Talibi, an expert on Abu Bakr 
ibn al-Arabl, noted that al-Ghazall admitted his limited expertise in hadith-studies to 
Abu Bakr and that the latter preserved the quote, see Talibi’s Ara’AbiBakr ibn al-’Arabi 
l-kalamiyya. 2 vols., Algiers: al-Sharika al-Wataniyya li-n-Nashr wa-t-Tawzi‘, n.d. [1974], 1:56. 

21 Murtada az-Zabidi, Ithaf as-sada al-muttaqin bi-sharh Ihya’ ’ulum ad-din, 10 vols. (Cairo: 
al-Matba‘a al-Maymaniyya, 1311 [1894]), 1:42. 
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in the author’s knowledge of the science of hadith.” 22 These reasons, however, 
are not convincing: classical Muslim biographers of al-Ghazall regarded the 
self-effacing comment on his lack of expertise in hadith -studies as authentic 
and I see no reason to doubt their judgment; and while it is true that the initial 
structure of the work is indeed disorderly, confusing, and un-Ghazalian, this 
passage at the beginning represents the questions put to al-Ghazall - it is not 
authored by him, but merely records another’s inquiry. Once the great scholar 
raises his voice, the work exhibits the usual well-structured style of composi¬ 
tion so typical of al-Ghazall. 

Establishing the connection to Abu Bakr ibn al-‘ArabI allows us to date this 
text and locate it within al-Ghazall’s oeuvre. 23 Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi was a 
student of al-Ghazall in Baghdad during the relatively short period of a couple 
of months in the summer of 490/1097. This took place after al-Ghazall had 
quit his teaching position at the Nizamiyya, after he had been to Damascus 
and Jerusalem, and after he had performed the hajj. That summer, al-Ghazall 
stayed in Baghdad at the “Ribat of Abu Sa'd right across from the Nizamiyya 
madrasa.” 24 He departed there in the fall, making his way to his hometown 
Tabaran in the district of Tus in Khorasan, in today’s northeast Iran. Abu 
Bakr ibn al-Arabi left us a vivid description of his brief period of studies with 
al-Ghazall, giving the impression that their relationship was quite intimate. 
In his autobiographical report of his travels in the Muslim east, Abu Bakr Ibn 
al-Arabi writes: 

I developed strong ties with him [viz., al-Ghazall] and I became insepa¬ 
rable from his carpet. I seized his isolation and his agility, and every time 


22 Whittingham, Al-Ghazall and the Qur’an, 2. 

23 An earlier dating was undertaken by Bouyges, Essai de chronologie des oeuvres de al- 
Ghazali, 58-59. Based on a comparison with the subject matter of Faysal at-tafriqa, 
Bouyges, dated the text to al-Ghazali’s “period of retreat,” that is, from 488-499/1095-1105. 
Bouyges, however, was unaware of the connection to Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi, and was 
also wrong in his dating of the Faysal. That book was written partly as an apology to the 
accusation of harboring unbelief, an accusation that came up during the controversy over 
al-Ghazali’s teaching activity at the Nizamiyya madrasa inNishapur after 499/no6. On the 
connection of the Faysal to the Nishapurian controversy see Richard M. Frank, Al-Ghazall 
and the Ash'arite School, Durham: Duke University Press, 1994, 76-77. On the contro¬ 
versy itself see, Kenneth Garden, “Al-Mazari al-Dhaki: al-Ghazali’s Maghribi Adversary in 
Nishapur,”/ouraa/ of Islamic Studies 21 (2010): 89-107. 

24 Griffel, Al-GhazdlVs Philosophical Theology, 64,65, quoting Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi, Qanun 
at-ta’wil, ed. Muhammad Sulaymani, Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islaml, 1990,111. 
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he attended to me, I exhausted him with my expectations. He allowed me 
[to share] his place and I was with him in the morning, the afternoon, at 
lunchtime, and at dinner, whether he was in casual clothes or in his for¬ 
mal attire. During these times, I could ask him without restraint, like a 
scholar at a place where the shackles of enquiry are entrusted [to him]. 
I found him to be welcoming towards me regarding instruction and I found 
him true to his word. 25 


It is highly likely that al-Ghazall’s response to Abu Bakr’s questions was 
generated in this short period in Baghdad during the summer of 490/1097. 
Later, when Abu Bakr was himself an accomplished scholar, he quotes other 
responses he obtained from al-Ghazall, and we must assume that they all come 
from this period. It is not, of course, impossible that after their personal meet¬ 
ing in Baghdad the two remained in contact through letters. But during the 
years al-Ghazall stayed in Tabaran, Abu Bakr ibn al-‘ArabI was a traveling itin¬ 
erant, passing from Baghdad to Damascus to Jerusalem, ultimately lingering in 
Alexandria in Fatimid Egypt. It took Abu Bakr five years after his meeting with 
al-Ghazall before he returned to his home in Seville in 495/1102. 

There is other evidence within the text of the letter that supports the assump¬ 
tion that it was written in 490/1097, that is, during the time that al-Ghazall 
worked on his ethical magnum opus, the Revival of the Religious Sciences ( Ihya 1 
'ulum ad-din ). 26 Despite the fact that the subject matter of this letter touches on 
many themes that al-Ghazall deals with in his later works - most importantly 
his Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing Islam from Clandestine Unbelief (Faysal 
at-tafriqa bayna al-Islam wa-z-zandaqa) and his Restraining the Ordinary 
People from the Science ofKalam (Iljam al- 'awdmm i an c ilm al-kalam) - none 
of these works are mentioned. Of his earlier works al-Ghazall mentions only 
Explaining the Marvels of the Heart (Sharh ‘ aja’ib al-qalb), the 21st book of Ihya 3 
c ulum ad-din, dealing with matters of the soul, which is referred to twice in 
our text. 27 This suggests that, though parts of the Ihya 3 were already available, 


25 Abu Bakr ibn al- c ArabI, Qanun at-ta’wil, 112-13; see also Griffel, Al-Gkazali’s Philosophical 
Theology, 65-66. 

26 For the dating of al-Ghazali's Ihya’ 'ulum ad-din to the first years after he left the Baghdad 
Nizamiyya, 488/1095, see Bouyges, Essai de chronologie des oeuvres de al-Ghazali, 41-44, 
and George F. Hourani, “A Revised Chronology of Ghazalfs Writings,” jaos 104 (1984): 
289-302, esp. 296-97. 

27 Al-Ghazali, al-Qanun al-kullifi t-ta’wil, ed. al-Kawthari, pp. 14, 15 / ms Ayasofya 2194, 
fol. 100a / ms Carullah 1075, foil. 7b, 8a. In the following footnotes I will refer to the page 
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neither the Faysal at-tafriqa nor the Iljam ai 'awdmm existed when the letter 
was written. These two books are now dated close to end of al-Ghazali’s life. 28 

It is difficult to say whether the title of this epistle goes back to al-Ghazall 
himself. There are indications that al-Ghazall kept copies of his letters and that 
some of them were published after his death out of the body of papers he left 
behind. 29 The lack of reference to Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi in the manuscript 
tradition of al-Qanun al-kulli fi t-ta’wil suggests that this tradition is not based 
on the recipient’s copy of the letter. The Rabat ms described by Ihsan Abbas 
seems to represent a manuscript tradition that does, however, go back to Abu 
Bakr ibn al-Arabi’s copy. It mentions the recipient, but not the tide al-Qanun 
al-kulli fi t-ta’wil . 30 Thus, it is quite possible that we are dealing with two differ¬ 
ent manuscript traditions of the text, one based on the recipient’s copy of the 
letter, represented by the Rabat ms, and another based on the sender’s copy of 
the letter and represented by the three manuscripts that are the basis of this 
study. If that is the case, then the title al-Qanun al-kulli fi t-ta’wil may well go 
back to al-Ghazall or someone who published this epistle based on his bequest. 

We should at least point out that Abu Bakr himself wrote a substantial 
monograph with the title The Rule of Interpretation (Qanun at-ta’wil) that 
deals with al-Ghazall’s teachings on ta’wil, which interestingly enough he does 
not fully adopt. Ibn Taymiyya was aware of this when he says that Abu Bakr 
applied a different rule of interpretation based on al-Juwaynl and al-Baqillanl. 


and folio-numbers of these three textual witnesses in this order divided by slashes. The 
reader should keep in mind that ms Ayasofya 2194 lacks the end of the text, which means 
that the second reference to 'Aja’ib al-qalb is missing from the text in that ms. 

28 For the dating of Faysal at-tafriqa into the period after 500/1106 see fn. 23. Iljam ai 'awamm 
is regarded as the last of al-Ghazali's work, finished only shortly before his death in 
505/1111. See Griffel, Al-Ghazalts Phlosophical Theology, 266. This dating is now somewhat 
challenged by a quote in Ibn Taymiyya’s Bughyat al-murtad from al-Ghazali’s Mishkat 
al-anwar. In that quote the text of Mishkat al-anwar refers to Iljam al-’awamm as a work 
that has been completed before Mishkat al-anwar. See Yahya Michot's contribution to 
this volume. Compared to most available mss of Mishkat al-anwar as well as all its edi¬ 
tions, this is a lectio difficilior and should raise our attention. Even if the status of Iljam 
al-’awamm as al-Ghazali's last work needs to be revised, however, it would still fall within 
the late period of al-Ghazall’s life given that it is not mentioned in any other of his works. 

29 See for instance the collection of his Persian letters Makatib-i farisi-yi Ghazzali 
be-nam-i Faza’il al-anam min rasa’il Hujjat al-Islam, ed. ‘Abbas Iqbal AshtiyanI (Tehran: 
Kitabfurush-i Ibn Sina, 1333 [1954]), which was published by a relative after his death and 
must be based on copies of al-Ghazali's letters which he had preserved in his library. 

30 See fn. 9 as well as the recent edition of the Rabat manuscript mentioned in footnote 11. 
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3 Content of the Epistle 

Al-Qaniin al-kullifl t-ta’wll can be divided into three parts. The first part of the 
text - two pages out of roughly twelve in the edited version - are the ques¬ 
tions of the questioner, most probably Abu Bakr ibn al-'Arabl. They begin by 
quoting a certain hadlth. The Prophet is reported of having said: “Satan runs in 
the blood vessels of one of you” ( Inna sh-shaytana yajrl min ahadlkum majra 
d-dam). The questioner sees a number of problems related with this hadlth. 
After the basmala and the author’s name, the epistle begins by saying that it 
deals with “explaining the meaning” ( bayan ma’na) of the hadlth that we just 
quoted. It continues with the questions that were put to al-Ghazali: 

Is Satan a mixture like water in water or is he fully contained throughout 
[the blood vessels]? Does the direct contact that Satan has with the 
hearts come about through some process of imagining ( takhdyul) from 
outside and the hearts carry this [imagination] to the outward senses 
where it becomes manifest? And does the devilish infiltration (or: temp¬ 
tation, waswas) come from the outward senses? Or does Satan’s sub¬ 
stance affect the substance of the hearts directly? And is there something 
in common between that what prophecy describes here and between 
something similar when jinns are presented to humans in the guise 
of animals or different guises of this kind, such as the presentation of 
angels - peace be upon them - to the prophets in the guise of humans, or 
other examples like these? May this be clarified for him to whom it may 
happen that he has visual presentations of this kind, which then may 
acquire some material firmness as it has happened with angels. 

Is there a way to reconcile what revelation here says about the jinns 
and the satans with the teachings of th efalasifa? Are these examples and 
expressions of the four humors that are within the body in order to gov¬ 
ern it, or not? 31 

If this translation seems clumsy, it is because the original Arabic text is even 
clumsier. The questioner is not an experienced writer, throwing out ideas and 
suggestions without developing any of them. Even if this fist were derived from 
a personal conversation where the questions had been clarified, this part of the 
letter is poorly structured and often quite difficult to understand. There are all 
kinds of inquiries about subjects mentioned in the Qur’an and in the hadlth 
corpus. Can the talk of epileptic people ( masru'un ) be connected to prophecy, 


3 i Al-Ghazali, al-Qanun al-kullift t-ta’wU, 4 / 92b / lb. 
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the questioner asks; what about the hadlth saying that Satan takes a fast flight 
when he hears the call to prayer? 32 What about the information, also com¬ 
ing from the hadlth corpus, that the satans nourish themselves from manure 
and bones? How can that be, given that there is elsewhere information that 
they have no bodily needs? 33 What about the barzakh ? Is it closer to Paradise 
or to Hell? 34 And why does the hadlth say that Paradise is as wide as heaven 
and earth, when it must be contained somewhere within the bounds of those 
two? 35 Also, what is the “pool of the messenger of God” ( hawd rasul Allah) 
that is also mentioned in several hadlths? 36 Some of these questions - like the 
inquiry about the type of excrement left by satans - clearly touch on delicate 
subjects. For all this, the questioner demands an answer from al-Ghazall. 

It is clear that the questioner shares a number of premises with al-Ghazall 
that are not explicitly mentioned in the questions. First, revelation is under¬ 
stood as referring to both the text of the Qur’an as well as that of the hadlth cor¬ 
pus. This is also true for the word “prophecy” ( nubuwwa ). Al-Ghazall held the 
same position and never in his writings on ta’wll does he distinguish between 


32 See Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, as-Sahlh, Kitab as-Salat, bab 8. 

33 On “shaytan" in the hadlth corpus see See Arent J. Wensinck et al. (eds.), Concordance 
et indices de la tradition musulmane, 8 vols., Leiden: Brill, 1936-88, 3:125-31 and Arent J. 
Wensinck, A Handbook of Early Muhammadan Tradition, Alphabetically Arranged, Leiden: 
Brill, 1927,210-12.1 couldn’t locate the sources for this information in the canonical hadlth 
corpus. Note that Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi is considered a very thorough hadlth scholar who 
wrote a long commentary on at-Tirmidhi's collection: Aridat al-ahwadhl bi-sharh Sahlh 
at-Tirmidhl, ed. Jamal Mar'ashll, 14 parts in 8 vols., Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- c Ilmiyya, 1997. 

34 The barzakh (“barrier” or “separation”) is mentioned three times in the Qur’an (23000; 
25:53; 55:20). The questioner seems to understand barzakh as referring to a space in 
between Paradise and Hell, similar to the limbus, or Limbo, in Christian Latin theology. 
That understanding is later confirmed in al-Ghazalfs answer, when he says the barzakh 
may be the station between Paradise and Hell for those who have done neither good nor 
bad, like the insane or those who have not been reached by the message of Islam ( al-Qanim 
al-kulll, 6 / - / 8a). On barzakh see Christian Lange, art “Barzakh,” in Encyclopaedia of 
Islam. THREE, available online at http:www.brillonline.nl,; Mona M. Zaki, “Barzakh,” in 
Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, ed. Jane D. McAuliffe, 6 vols., Leiden: Brill, 2001-06,1:204-7, 
and B. Carra De Vaux, “Barzakh,” in Encyclopedia of Islam. New Edition, ed. H. A R, Gibb 
et al. 12 vols., Leiden and London: Luzac and Brill, 1954-2009,1:1071-72. 

3 5 Later, in his Fey sal at-tafriqa, 179, al-Ghazall will address this problem and offer a solution. 

He does not respond to this question in this letter. 

36 See, for instance, al-Bukhari, as-Sahlh, Kitab ar-Riqaq, bab 52-53, or Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, 
as-Sahlh, Kitab al-Fada’il, bab 9. On the Day of Resurrection, Muhammad is said to meet 
his community at this pool. See A. J. Wensinck, art. “Hawd,” in Encyclopedia of Islam. New 
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verses in the Qur’an and hadlth'. both are regarded as revelation, and both need 
to be reconciled with reason. 37 Second, the questioner knows something about 
Avicennan cosmology and prophetology, inasmuch as he regards it helpful to 
understand phenomena like angels, jinns, and satans. He knows that for the 
falasifa, the word “angel” is simply a reference to celestial intellects and/or 
souls, and he entertains the thought that jinns and satans may be objects of 
a similar kind, that is, celestial immaterial intellects that have certain influ¬ 
ences on human minds. For his part, al-Ghazall held the prophetology of Ibn 
Slna (Avicenna, d. 428/1037) to be a valid explanation of the phenomenon of 
divine revelation; 38 he expresses this opinion most outspokenly in another 
letter addressed to Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi which the latter would later quote in 
one of his works. 39 

Al-Ghazall’s response to these questions falls into two parts: in the first part, 
he criticizes the questioner for the nature of his questions, gives some general 
remarks about the apparent conflict between reason and revelation, and lists 
three general “recommendations” about how to approach the texts of revela¬ 
tion. This part stretches over little more than six pages, which is about half 
of the text. 40 It is in this section that al-Ghazall promises his “universal rule” 
(qanun kullt), a rule claimed to be applicable in all cases where the outward 
sense of revelation (zahir) clashes with what is known by reason ( c aql). The 
second part of his answer of less than four pages, i.e. almost a third of the 
text, is a detailed discussion of a very limited number of the problems brought 
up by the questioner. Far from engaging with all that is presented, al-Ghazall 
picks out a few questions and states his positions, though at least one of the 
questions that are left unanswered here will be picked up in a later work of 
al-Ghazall. 41 His pattern of response is to fall back on the prophetology of Ibn 


37 Griffel, Al-Ghazall’s Philosophical Theology, 106. 

3 8 See M. Afifi al-Akiti, “The Three Properties of Prophethood in Certain Works of Avicenna 
and al-Gazali,” in: Interpreting Avicenna. Science and Philosophy in Medieval Islam. 
Proceedings of the Second Conference of the Avicenna Study Group, ed. Jon McGinnis, 
Leiden: Brill, 2004, 189-212 and Frank Griffel, “Al-Gazalfs Concept of Prophecy: The 
Introduction of Avicennan Psychology into As'arite Theology,” Arabic Sciences and 
Philosophy 14 (2004): 101-44. 

39 Griffel, Al-Ghazalts Philosophical Theology, 67-69. 

40 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wll, 6-12 / 94a-g8b / 2a-6a. This part has been trans¬ 
lated into English in Heer, “Al-Ghazali. The Canons of Ta’wil.” 

41 See fn. 35. Al-Ghazali himself brings up another example of a hadlth that is later discussed 
in Faysal at-tafriqa, 179. In al-Qanun al-kulli, 11 / 98a / 5b (Engl, transl. 53) al-Ghazall men¬ 
tions the hadlth saying that on the Day of Resurrection death will appear as a white spot¬ 
ted ram ( kabsh amlah) and will be sacrificed (see e.g. al-Bukhari, as-Sahlh, Kitab Tafslr 
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Slna and to give rational and scientific explanations - according to the under¬ 
standing of rationality and science of his time - of the textual problems that 
he chooses to explain. Before we go into the part that deals in general terms 
with the rules of how to approach the apparent conflict between reason and 
revelation, I first analyze this last part and present al-Ghazall’s explanation of 
the hadith about Satan running in one’s blood vessels. 


4 An Avicennan Explanation of the Meaning of “Satan” ( ash-shaytan) 
in Revelation 

The hadith that is quoted at the beginning of this epistle is considered reli¬ 
able ( sahlh ); Ibn Maja, Abu Dawud, and al-Bukhari all have versions of it. 
Al-Bukhari reports from various sources that once two of the “helpers” ( ansar ) 
among the people in Medina looked with an obvious sexual desire at the young 
and beautiful Safiyya bint Huyayy (d. c. 50/670), one of the Prophet’s wives. 
The Prophet chided them and said: “Satan runs in the bloodvessels of humans 
and I fear that something of it has reached into the souls of you two.” 42 For the 
questioner, this hadith poses a problem: how can it be explained that a crea¬ 
ture like Satan, who is usually understood as a disobedient angel or a fallen 
jinn, runs in human blood vessels? 43 In his answer, al-Ghazall says that a full 
explanation would take too much space and merely hints at the correct posi¬ 
tion. “The meaning is not,” he says, “that Satan’s body mixes with the body of 
the human in a mixture like water with water.” Rather, the effects of Satan are 
diffused throughout the body of the human and circulate within the body just 
like the atoms of blood circulate throughout his body. The idea that is hinted 
at here - but not spelled out - is that of a jism Latlf, a “subtle body.” In early 
katam literature, angels, jinns, and satans are bodies made of such smoke-like, 


surat Maryam, bab 1). Death, says al-Ghazall, cannot change into a ram because the for¬ 
mer is an accident ( ’arad) while the latter is a body (jism), indicating that the hadith 
must be interpreted allegorically. That example is also discussed in book 31 of al-Ghazali’s 
Ihya’ ’ulum ad-ditv, see Richard Gramlich, Muhammad al-Gazzalis Lehre von den Stufen 
der Gottesliebe. Die Bucher 31-36 seines Hauptwerkes eingeleitet, iibersetzt und kommen- 
tiert, Wiesbaden: F. Steiner, 1984,64-65. 

42 “inna sh-shaytanyajri min al-insan majra d-dam wa-inni khashitu anyulqiyafi anfusikuma 
shay’ an ’’-, al-Bukhari, as-Sahih, Kitab alTtikaf, bab n. Cf. also Ibn Maja, as-Sunan, Kitab 
as-Siyam, bab 65. For other similar versions see Wensinck, Concordance, 1:342. 

43 For the more traditional understanding of Satan (Arab, ash-shaytan and Iblis) in tafsir 
literature see Andrew Rippin, art “Devil,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, 1: 524-28 and 
T. Fahd and A Rippin., art, “Shaytan,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam. New Edition, 9:406-9. 
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subtle material that is invisible to us. 44 Al-Ghazall, however, uses the concept 
differently. No longer Satan himself, but his effects ( athar ash-shaytan) are the 
“subtle body” and the effects of Satan are phenomena of the soul. Al-Ghazall 
explains how Satan affects humans: Humans find within themselves certain 
devilish temptations or devilish whisperings ( wasawis , singl. waswas). 45 These 
are often impressions presented to the outer senses. They are in character simi¬ 
lar to the inspiration ( ilham) that some extraordinary humans - here he means 
the Sufi saints - receive. Al-Ghazali explains the infiltrations of Satan in the 
following way: 

The devilish whispers (wasawis) from Satan are similar to the inspiration 
(ilham) from the angel. We find different thoughts (khawatir) unexpect¬ 
edly in our hearts, some of them call us to follow our passion, others call 
to follow its opposite. These thoughts (...) fall into different groups 
according to causes [that they have.] [...] Since they are different 
thoughts, their causes are different. Revelation ( shar’) calls the cause 
from which inspiration is obtained “an angel” ( malak ) and that from 
which the devilish whisper is obtained “a Satan” ( shaytan ). “Inspiration” 
is an expression that refers to a thought which is sent to do good, and 
“devilish whisper” is an expression of [a thought] that is sent to do evil, 
and [the words] “the angel” and “the devil” are expressions of their two 
causes. 46 


The comparison to ilham (inspiration) puts us onto some familiar territory. 
From other writings of al-Ghazall we know that ilham is a lower form of proph¬ 
ecy that is given to awliya\ “friends of God” or Sufi saints, which produces 
visions and foreknowledge of the future. Recent research has shown that in his 
understanding of prophecy al-Ghazall depends thoroughly on Ibn Sina. He fully 
applies the three prophetical properties of Ibn Sina: that is, imaginative proph¬ 
ecy through a strong faculty of imagination ( takhayyul ), intellectual prophecy 
through strong hads, and the performance of miracles through an exceptionally 


44 Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und3.JahrhundertHidschra. Eine Geschichte 
des religiosen Denkens im friihen Islam. 6 vols., Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1991-97, 3:264, 
369-73,4:534. 

45 There is a popular notion in the hadlth corpus that each person has his or her own satan, 
who is resting on the shoulder as a constant tempter; see Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, as-Sahlh, 
Kitab Sifat al-munafiqin, bab 16 and Andrew Rippin in his art. “Shaytan,” 408b. 

46 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kulllft t-ta’wti, 13 / 99a / 6b. 
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powerful practical faculty of the soul (quwwa nafsiyya 'amaltyya). 47 One of the 
reasons why Ibn Slna’s philosophical explanation of prophecy was so attractive 
to al-Ghazall was its applicability to the superior insights of Sufi saints and to 
the “wondrous deeds” (karamat) they perform. The Sufi saints have these three 
properties - imaginative and intellectual revelation plus a certain practical 
capacity - to a degree that allows them to have ilham (inspiration) and per¬ 
form certain wondrous deeds. In fact, like Ibn Sina, al-Ghazall argues that all 
humans have some share in these properties, some more, some less. Most 
people just have a very small share and prophets are exceptionally blessed 
with them. The awliya‘ are somewhere in between and their inspiration is an 
expression of their superior connection to the celestial realm. 48 

There is an interesting element in Ibn Sina’s teaching about prophetical mir¬ 
acles that is very important for al-Ghazall. Ibn Sina asserts that the same prac¬ 
tical faculty of the soul that allows prophets to perform miracles also allows 
sorcerers to perform sorcery ( sihr ). Both, the prophet and the sorcerer, affect 
objects outside of themselves through strong powers they have within their 
souls. Prophets do this intending to benefit humanity - namely, to be accepted 
as prophets and to validate their message - while sorcerers (singl. sahir) use 
this faculty with evil intentions, mostly to enrich themselves. 49 Al-Ghazall 
adopted this explanation of sihr from Ibn Sina. 50 For al-Ghazall the fact that 
both the prophetical miracle and sorcery are effects of the same human faculty 
leads to the conclusion that these are most often indistinguishable. This, in 
turn, makes him abandon the prophetical miracle as a marker for prophecy, a 
fact that will also become important in this text. 


47 On those three properties (singl. khassa) see Dag N. Hasse, Avicenna’s De Anima in the 
West. The Formation of a Peripatetic Philosophy of the Soul 1160-1300 (London/Turin: The 
Warburg Institute / Nino Aragno Editore, 2000), 154-65 and Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, 
Avicenna, andAverroes, on Intellect. Their Cosmologies, Theories of the Active Intellect, and 
Theories of Human Intellect, New York: Oxford University Press, 1992,116-23. 

48 Frank Griffel, “Muslim Philosophers' Rationalist Explanation of Muhammad's Prophecy,” 
in The Cambridge Companion to Muhammad, ed. by Jonathan E. Brockopp, New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010. 158-179, esp. 174-77. The analysis there is based on 
al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh min ad-dalal / Erreur et deliverance, ed. Farid Jabre. 3rd ed., Beirut: 
Commission libanaise pour la traduction des chefs-d’oeuvre, 1969,41-43. 

49 Ibn Sina, al-Isharatwa-t-tanbihat, ed. Jacob Forget, Leiden: Brill, 1892,220-221. Al-Ghazall 
copied this passage in his report of philosophical teachings, ms London, British Library, 
Or. 3126, fol. 284a. 

50 Griffel, Al-GhazdlTs Philosophical Theology, 197-198 and al-Akiti, “Three Properties of 
Prophethood,” 19. 
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In accord with Ibn Sina’s explanation of sorcery and prophetical miracles, 
al-Ghazall teaches that devilish infiltrations and the Sufis’ inspiration have one 
and the same cause. In the case of the saints’ inspiration, the human is moti¬ 
vated to do good; in the case of the “devilish infiltrations,” he or she is moti¬ 
vated to do moral evil. Both are distinct effects of the same cause. Al-Ghazall 
clarifies: 


This is like a fire by which the sides of a house are lit bright and its ceiling 
is turned black. We know that brightness is the opposite of blackening 
and we know that the cause of brightness is the opposite of the cause of 
blackening. The cause of brightness is the light of the fire and the cause 
of blackening is its smoke. Through this [comparison] we know that the 
cause of the devilish whisper is different from the cause of the inspira¬ 
tion. This is indeed so. It remains to inquire whether that cause is an acci¬ 
dent or not rather a substance that does not inhere in something else. It 
is evident that it is not an accident but a substance. Then it remains to 
inquire whether it is living or not living. From indications in revelation 
and also from certain rational aspects it becomes evident that it is 
living. 51 

This is all al-Ghazall says on this subject in this epistle. According to revela¬ 
tion, saintly inspirations and devilish infiltrations have different causes: the 
first come from angels, the latter from satans. Yet these two very different 
phenomena, so al-Ghazall, may have a common cause on a higher level. The 
cause of brightness on the inner walls of a house is the light of the fire, and 
the cause for the darkening of its ceiling is the smoke of the fire. As such, radi¬ 
ance and darkness, although opposites of one another, are, in turn, caused by 
the same fire. Analogously, al-Ghazall asserts that the cause of devilish whis¬ 
pers is Satan and the cause of saintly inspiration is an angel; on a higher level, 
however, their cause is identical in essence. The cause of saintly inspirations 
was well known to Ibn Slna and subsequently to al-Ghazall: these are the 
celestial souls, which, already possessing knowledge of future events, transmit 
parts of that knowledge to the humans to which they are connected. 52 Here, 
al-Ghazall extends Ibn Sina’s teachings on the matter to devilish infiltrations 


51 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanunal-kullIfit-ta’wil, 13 / gga-b / 6b. 

52 Ibn Sma’s al-Isharat wa-t-tanblhat, 210-11 and Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, andAverroes, 
on Intellect, 121-22. 
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(wasawis ), something Ibn Slna, as far as I can see, never did. 53 Al-Ghazall 
combines two Avicennan ideas, the first about the cause of revelation and 
saintly inspiration and the second about the fact that prophetical miracles and 
sorcery are both caused by the same faculty in humans. For al-Ghazall, “Satan” 
and “the angels” are names for mere intermediaries - as the comparison with 
the fire in a room suggests - between the devilish infiltrations and the inspira¬ 
tion and their higher cause, the celestial soul. Or, and that seems even more 
likely, the words “Satan” or “angels” are two different names for the true cause 
of saintly inspirations and devilish infiltrations. This real cause is a celestial 
soul. The celestial souls are considered living substances that directly influ¬ 
ence human behavior. 

In this epistle al-Ghazall contrasts his own explanation with a number 
of alternatives, the most interesting of which is the one he ascribes to “the 
faldsifa.” In other writings such as the Incoherence of the Philosophers (Tahafut 
alfalasifa) or his autobiography The Deliverer from Error ( al-Munqidh min 
ad-dalal), the name ‘ faldsifa ” is usually used as a cipher that stands in for Ibn 
Slna and his followers. Not so in this text. The faldsifa, says al-Ghazall, would 
reject his interpretation and would rather say the hadlth is a reference to 
the four humors that run in every human body. According to the faldsifa, so 
al-Ghazall, there can be no direct interference of Satan - which here means a 
celestial soul - with human bodies. The faldsifa do not deny that celestial souls 
affect human bodies; rather, they assert that they do so through other interme¬ 
diate causes, among them the four humors. Al-Ghazall, in contrast, seems to 
put forward a theory where the celestial souls have direct influence on human 
souls and their faculties. Ibn Slna held the very same position, namely that the 
influence of celestial souls on humans can be direct. It can also be indirect, 
of course, through intermediaries such as the four humors and others. The 
faldsifa whose teaching al-Ghazall reports in this epistle, however, seem like 
a constructed group, un-Avicennan and, if anything, closer to the teachings of 
the Greek physician Galen (d. c. 217 ce). They don’t seem like a real group but 
rather a construct of al-Ghazall, created in order to contrast his own teachings 
against them and thus pre-empt the likely accusation that his own teachings 
are derived from the faldsifa, i.e. from Ibn Slna and his followers. 

Other explanations in this short epistle are also influenced by Ibn Sina’s 
philosophical explanation of prophecy. In an epileptic fit ( sar 1 ), so al-Ghazall, 
we may say that the epileptic is possessed by a jinn; the word “jinn,” however, 
really refers to “the cause ( sabab ) for the occurrence of ideas, representa- 


53 Ibn Slna never seems to have been concerned or confronted with an explanation of what 
ash-shaytan refers to in revelation. 
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tions, and imaginations in his heart.” 54 That cause is again a celestial soul. The 
celestial soul that is the cause of revelation, so al-Ghazall, is sometimes called 
“a tablet,” sometimes “an Imam,” and sometimes “a book.” Al-Ghazall here 
refers to Qur’anic passages that mention the “preserved tabled” ( al-lawh 
al-mahfuz, 85:22), a “clear Imam” ( imam mubln, 15:79), or “a clear book” (kitab 
mubln, 6:59,10:61, and elsewhere), and he understands these phrases implic¬ 
itly as referring to the celestial souls that are the causes of divine revelation. 
The connection between the epileptic and the celestial soul is clarified in the 
following passage: 


The heart is like a mirror, and the tablet (al-lawh) is like a mirror, yet 
between them is a veil. If the veil is withdrawn you see in the heart the 
pictures that are on the tablet. The veil is whatever keeps you occupied 55 
and the heart is in this world occupied. Most of its occupation is to think 
about what sense perception produces for it. Most of its occupation is 
thinking ( al-tafakkur) about what sense perception conveys to it. Thus, it 
is always occupied when it has sense perception. When sense perception 
is inactive during sleep or during an epileptic fit and when there is no 
other occupation inside itself, such as some corrupted mixture [of the 
humors], then maybe the heart sees some of the pictures that are written 
on the tablet. 56 

This passage bears numerous references to Avicennan teachings about proph¬ 
ecy. The imaginative faculty ( al-quwwa al-mutakhayyila), for instance, can in 
ordinary people only connect to the celestial souls when the senses are not at 
work. There is also an implicit reference to a famous passage in al-Ghazall’s 
Ihya’ ‘ulum ad-din about a contest between Greek and Chinese painters: in 
this passage, a king asks two groups of artists, one Chinese and one Byzantine- 
Greek ( rumt ), each to paint one half of a chamber in order for him to judge 
whose work is superior. Each group working separately, they are separated by a 
veil and cannot see their competitors’ efforts. When the veil that separates the 
chamber is lifted, the Greek painters reveal a vivid portrait of God’s creation 
emblazoned using brilliant and shining colors. In contrast, the Chinese paint¬ 
ers had simply polished their side so thoroughly that it perfectly mirrored the 
painting of the Greeks. The king is highly impressed by both groups. The Greek 
painters, so al-Ghazall, represent the way of “the philosophers and the scholars” 


54 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kulllft t-ta’wil, 15 / 100b / 7b-8a. 

55 According to the edition. The two mss have: “The veil is the occupation.” 

56 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kulllft t-ta’wil, 15 / 100b / 7b-8a. 
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(al-hukama 1 wa-l-'ulama 1 ) who comprehend God by acquiring the sciences and 
obtained their “picture” ( naqsh ) within their souls, while the “friends of God” 
(al-awliyct) - meaning the Sufis - perceive God through the manifestation of 
His splendor upon their polished hearts. 57 This parable appears in book 21 of 
the Ihya’. This book, Explaining the Marvels of the Heart (Sharh ’aja’ib al-qalb) 
is the only work of al-Ghazali mentioned in this letter, and it is certainly not 
wrong to use this letter in interpreting the parable. Like in the case of Sufi 
saints, the veil that is between the soul of the epileptic and the celestial tab¬ 
let is withdrawn, which makes the epileptic have insights into the “unknown” 
(al-ghayb). He has privileged access to the celestial souls’ knowledge. 


5 Five Attitudes to the Relationship between Reason and Revelation 

At the beginning of his answer to the inquirer’s questions, al-Ghazali promises 
a “universal rule” ( ganun kullt) about how to deal with cases of conflict between 
the outward sense ( zahir ) of revelation and the results of a reasonable inquiry. 
Al-Ghazali begins his response by stating how much he “dislikes plunging into 
these questions and giving answers. But since these requests may come again, 
I will mention a universal rule ( ganun kullt) that one can benefit from on this 
occasion.” 58 

If we take al-Ghazali by his word, then the “universal rule” is what comes 
right after this sentence and what is introduced by “... and I say...” The text 
continues: 

At first glance and after a superficial examination [it appears] that there 
is a clash ( tasadum ) between what reason dictates (al-ma'qul) and what 
has been transmitted [in revelation] ( al-manqul ). Those who have 
plunged into this question divide into [1] those who exaggerate in focus¬ 
ing on what has been transmitted (al-manqul)-, [2] those who exaggerate 
in focusing on what reason dictates (al-ma’qul); and [3] those in the mid¬ 
dle, who wish to bring [reason and revelation] together and reconcile 
[them]. Those in the middle [again] divide into [3.1] those who make the 
dictates of reason (al-ma’qul) fundamental and what is transmitted 


57 Al-Ghazali, Ihya’ 'uturn ad-dln, 5 vols., Cairo: Mu’assasat al-Halabl wa-Shuraka’ihi, 
1387/1967-68, 3: 28-29. The story also appears in al-Ghazali’s Mlzan al-’amal, ed. Muhyi 
d-din Sabri 1-Kurdi, Cairo: al-Matba‘a al- c Arabiyya, 1342 [1923], 37-8. 

58 Al-Ghazali, al-Qanun at-kultl Jt t-ta’wU, 6 / 94a / 2b. See also Heer, “The Canons of 
Ta'wil,” 48. 
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( al-manqul) secondary and who do not pay much attention to research 
into the latter; [3.2] those who make what is transmitted fundamental 
and what is dictated by reason secondary and who do not pay much 
attention to research into the latter; and [3.3] those who make each of the 
two fundamental and who desire [or: strive] 59 to combine the two and 
bring them together (at-tafif wa-t-talfiq baynahuma). There are, there¬ 
fore, five groups.” 60 

On the following three pages al-Ghazall describes these five groups without, 
however, identifying them by name. 61 Each of the groups represents a cer¬ 
tain attitude towards reason and revelation that range between the extremes 
of a strict literalism on the one hand and a radical rationalism on the other. 
Regarding someone who adheres excessively to rationalism, there is agreement 
among Muslim scholars, al-Ghazall adds, that such a rationalist - who dismisses 
any conflicting scriptural passage by describing it as an imagination ( taswlr) of 
the prophet invented solely to benefit ( masLaha) the masses (' awamm) - is an 
unbeliever “who should have his head cut off.” 62 The description of these two 
extreme groups is very much parallel to passages in al-Ghazall’s later Faysal 
at-tafriqa, where these two attitudes are identified with Ahmad ibn Hanbal’s 
followers and with the falasifa . 63 Regarding the latter, al-Ghazall repeats his 
earlier legal condemnation at the end of his Tahajiit al-falasifa . 64 In between 
these two extremes are a more moderate group of rationalists, “who reject what 
they find difficult to interpret,” and a more moderate group of literalists “who 
realize the clash between the dictates of reason and the outward meaning 
only in some fringe issues of the rational sciences.” The fifth and last attitude, 
which, with regard to its combination of literalism and rationalism, lies right in 
the middle of these five groups, is that of al-Ghazall himself. This group, which 
has found truth ( al-firqa al-muhiqqa), denies that there is opposition or contra¬ 
diction ( ta'arud ) between reason ( al-'aql) and revelation ( ash-shar “). Instead 


59 The latter ( yas’a ) in al-Kawthan’s edition. The two mss from Istanbul have yashuqu, 

60 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wll, 6 / 94a-g4b / 2b. My translation has adopted many 
suggestions in Nicholas Heer, “The Canons of Ta'wil,” 48. 

61 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kullifi t-ta’wll, 6-10 / 948-978 / 2b-4b. This passage is available in 
an English translation in Heer, “The Canons of Ta'wil,” 48-52. 

62 Al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wll, 7 / 95a / 3a. Heer, “The Canons of Ta'wil,” 49. 

63 Al-Ghazall, Faysal at-tafriqa, 184,192. 

64 Al-Ghazall, The Incoherence of the Philosophers / Tahafut al-falasifa. A Parallel English- 
Arable Text, ed. and transl. Michael E. Marmura, 2nd. ed. (Provo [Utah]: Brigham Young 
Univ. Press, 2000), 226. 
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of taking extremes, they employ both reason and revelation as two important 
foundations (singl. asl ) of their inquiry. 65 

Within his explanation of these five attitudes towards the conflict between 
reason and revelation, al-Ghazali indicates that the question of which pas¬ 
sages in revelation need to be interpreted allegorically depends on a proper 
distinction of what is (1) possible according to reason, (2) impossible accord¬ 
ing to reason, and what (3) reason cannot decide to be either possible or 
impossible. 66 Again that is a subject he later dealt with in his Faysal at-tafriqa, 
where he explains what is here just indicated. 67 Within this context of what 
is impossible according to reason, al-Ghazali hints at some examples of doc¬ 
trinal disputes between these five groups, regarding, for instance, the mean¬ 
ing of such words as “the above” ( al-fawq ) or “sitting upright” (al-istiwa 3 ) when 
applied to God. 

Al-Ghazali’s explanation of the attitude of the fifth group, that is to say, 
the one that has a correct position, leads him into three “recommendations” 
(■ wasaya , singl. wasiyya). Two of these three “recommendations” will later be 
turned into independent books of al-Ghazali. The first recommendation is 
simply an admission of ignorance and an expression of the bi-la-kayf attitude 
of Ash'arite kalam : one should not aspire to a complete understanding of rev¬ 
elation, inasmuch as some passages in revelation are simply incomprehensible 
and not meant to be interpreted by reason. This position is confirmed by the 
Qur’anic declaration that “of knowledge, you have been given but little.” 68 

The second recommendation expresses al-Ghazali’s rationalism most 
clearly: never deny the testimony of reason. Or, as al-Ghazali puts it: “A [valid] 
rational demonstration is never wrong.” 69 If reason is properly applied in a 
demonstrative argument - a burhan - then it cannot assert any falsehood. 
Reason is the witness for revelation through which the latter’s truth is known. 
Revelation tells us about details that reason might not be able to prove, but rea¬ 
son is the character witness of the truth of revelation, without which the truth 
of revelation would not be accepted: “How can the truthfulness of a witness 


65 Al-Ghazali, al-Qanun al-kulllfit-ta’wll, 9 / 97b / 4a. Heer, “The Canons of Ta’wil,” 51 

66 Al-Ghazali, al-Qanun al-kulllfit-ta’wll, 8 / 95b-96b / 3b-4a. Heer, “The Canons of Ta’wil,” 
50-51- 

67 Al-Ghazali, Faysal at-tafriqa, 187 .1 try to explain al-Ghazali’s ideas on this subject in my 
Al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, no-16. 

68 Q 17:85. 

69 Arab, “layakdhibu burhanu l-'aqli asl an "-, a\-Ghaza\i, al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wll, 10 / 97a/5a. 
Heer, “The Canons of Ta’wil,” 52. 
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be known through the testimony of a character witness who is wrong?” 70 The 
character witness must be right in order to convince the court of the truthful¬ 
ness of the chief witness in a trial. The chief witness (ash-shahid) in this com¬ 
parison is revelation, which informs us about things hidden from any other 
source of knowledge. The character witness ( muzakki ) that testifies for the 
chief witness’ truthfulness (sidq) is reason. The whole edifice of revealed reli¬ 
gion, al-Ghazall argues in this letter, rests on reason, and if reason were unreli¬ 
able the reliability of revelation could not be established. 

This recommendation will later be turned into his book Faysal at-tafriqa, 
where al-Ghazall also deals with the rule that the conclusions of apodictic 
arguments or demonstrations (singl. burhan) must be accepted. 71 Nowhere, 
however, is he as blunt and as direct as in this letter. In his Faysal at-tafriqa he 
will stress the Ash'arite principle that revelation must be interpreted allegori¬ 
cally whenever its outward sense clashes with the dictates of reason. There, he 
will also establish demonstrative reasoning in the Aristotlian sense of indubi¬ 
table premises with correct syllogisms as the yardstick of reason. Yet, even in 
the Faysal, he does not declare that a demonstrative argument can never be 
wrong, although that is clearly implied. 

Finally, the third recommendation is not to engage in allegorical interpreta¬ 
tion ( ta’wll ) when one is unsure about the intention ( murad) of the revealed 
text. In cases where there are various opposing possibilities for what the text 
may mean, one should simply refrain from specifying any one of them. This 
recommendation will later also be turned into a book: in Restraining the 
Ordinary People from the Science ofKalam (I(jam al-‘awamm ‘an c ilm al-kaldm) 
al-Ghazall gives very clear guidance to his scholar-colleagues as to what can 
and should be divulged about one’s insight into the meaning of revelation and 
what should not. The principle that only well-established and very un-ambig- 
uous interpretations should ever come over the lips of a scholar stands high 
upon that list. 72 


70 Arab, “fa-kayfa yu'raju sidqu sh-shahidi bi-tazkiyati l-muzakki l-kadhib?" a/-Ghazali, 
al-Qanun al-kullifi t-ta’wil, 49 / 97b / 5a. 

71 Al-Ghazall, Faysal at-tafriqa, 188. See also Griffel, Al-GhazalFs Philosophical Theology, 

72 In Iljam al- 'awamm 'an ‘ilm al-kaldm, ed. Muhammad M. al-Baghdadl (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab 
al-Arabl 1406/1985), 53-86, al-Ghazall formulates seven “duties” (singl. wazifa) contin¬ 
gent on all aiming at an understanding of passages in revelation where the zahir is dif¬ 
ferent from what reason mandates. Several of those duties reiterate the command to 
refrain from ta’wil wherever one has doubt about what revelation refers to. See Griffel, 
Al-GhazalVs Philosophical Theology, 266-68. 
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6 Verifying Revelation through Reason 

In the middle part of the epistle, al-Ghazall explains and also analyses five dif¬ 
ferent attitudes that scholars have developed in regards to that relationship. 
Most interesting is, of course, the description of his own attitude, which comes 
up in two places, first, when he explains the fifth group of scholars and, second, 
when he puts forward his three recommendations. We have already pointed 
out that the second recommendation - that no demonstrative argument can 
be wrong - appears here in its most explicit form in al-Ghazali’s oeuvre. Yet, 
though not as explicitly stated, this teaching is at least implicitly expressed in 
other works, most importantly his Faysal at-tafriqa. In the description of the 
fifth group, however, al-Ghazali does include a teaching that is truly novel, to 
the extent that it would be considered bid’a (“heretical innovation”) by some - 
or even many - of his peers within the Ash'arite school. 

The fifth group stands in the middle of the five attitudes and it “brings 
together the study of what reason dictates and what has been transmitted” 
from revelation. 73 Members of this group accept both the ma'qul and the 
manquL as foundations to their views and deny a conflict between these two. 
The underlying reason why these two do not conflict with one another is the 
fact that reason verifies revelation: 

Whoever says that reason ( 'aql) is not true also says that revelation is not 
true because it is only through reason that the truth of revelation (sidq 
ash-shar r ) is known. Were it not for the truth of that reason ( sidq dhalika 
l- c aql ) 74 we would not know the difference between the true prophet and 
the false one ( al-mutanabbl ), nor between the person who speaks truth 
and the one who tells an untruth ( as-sacLiq wa-l-kadhib ). 75 

Al-Ghazall justifies his rationalist attitude and the fact that he gives reason 
an equally central role as revelation because, he says, only reason can distin¬ 
guish the true prophet from an imposter by judging whether his message is 
compatible with what reason dictates. Traditionally, Ash'arite theologians 
verified the claims of a true prophet and distinguished him from an impostor 


73 Arab, “hiya al-Jirqa al-mutawassita al-jdmi’a bayna al-bahth i an al-ma'qiil wa-l-manqul”] 
al-Ghazali, al-Qdnun al-kullijtt-ta’wll, 9 / 96b / 4a. Heer, “The Canons of Ta’wil,” 51. 

74 According to ms Ayasofya 2194. The edition and the other ms have: “Were it not for the 
evidence of reason (sidq dalXl al-'aql) [...].” 

75 Al-Ghazali, al-Qanun al-kulllfi t-ta’wil, 9 / 96b / 4a-b. See also the slightly different Engl, 
trans. in Heer, “The Canons of Ta’wil” 51. 
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only through the acceptance of miracles performed in history and testified 
through an uninterrupted chain of tradition ( tawatur ). In early Ash'arism up 
to al-Ghazall only miracles could confirm prophecy and thus verify revelation. 
Any human attempt to distinguish prophet from impostor by judging his mes¬ 
sage, his moral rules, or his conduct assumes knowledge of what is true, false, 
right, or wrong prior to the revelation and it must therefore be dismissed. For 
early Ash'arites up to the generation of al-Ghazall, revealed religion rested on 
a prophetic miracle combined with a challenge to the Prophet’s opponents 
which they cannot meet. 76 

We know that al-Ghazall did differ from this position and did not hold that 
all prophecy must be established by miracles. 77 Though al-Ghazall did not deny 
the existence of prophetic miracles, he describes them as a poor method for 
establishing something as important as revealed religion. As we have already 
learned, miracles can be easily confused with sorcery; as such, they are an unre¬ 
liable criterion for the truth of revelation. In his Ihya 3 ‘ulum ad-din, al-Ghazall 
supports this assertion by recounting the story of the Golden Calf: “Everyone 
who became a believer by seeing a snake inadvertently became an unbeliever 
when he saw a calf,” 78 that is to say, all those Israelites who were convinced of 
Moses’ prophethood by his miracles were also persuaded, by means of sorcery, 
to accept the false prophet who made them built the Golden Calf. 79 Thus, for 
al-Ghazall, true prophecy cannot be established by miracles; too often people 
are mistaken, confusing genuine miracles with magic. 

In his autobiography al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, al-Ghazall suggests a differ¬ 
ent criterion which he likens to Sufi practice. To begin, al-Ghazall acknowl¬ 
edges that every human is endowed with a means to judge the claims of 
a prophet. That means is independent from the truth of revelation and is 
independent from any miracles that may have been performed. Here, in the 
Munqidh, this means not rational knowledge but “experience” ( tajriba ): reen¬ 
acting revelation’s ritual prescriptions, (for instance, during prayer or fasting in 
Ramadan) or reciting the revelatory text (i.e., the Qur’an), provides a repeated 
and openly perceived positive effect on the soul. The kind of knowledge that 
al-Ghazall describes in the Munqidh is theoretical knowledge about the effects 
of a prophet’s work. The experience of that theoretical knowledge is, however 
described in practical terms: 


76 Griffel, “Al-Gazali’s Concept of Prophecy,” 101-104. 

77 Griffel, Al-Ghazalts Prophetical Theology, 194-201. 

78 Ibid., 197, see al-Ghazall, Ihya', 4:315. 
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If you have understood the meaning of prophecy and spent much time 
reflecting ( aktharta an-nazar) on the Qur’an and the akhbdr, you will 
acquire the necessary knowledge that Muhammad - God’s blessings and 
peace be upon him - was on the highest level of prophecy. This is sup¬ 
ported by the personal experience ( tajriba) of what he says about the 
ritual duties and the effects they have on the purification of souls (lit. 
hearts, quliib ). 80 

We know that a revelation is true when studying it leads to the soul’s experi¬ 
ence of healing or improvement. It is the repeated experience of the prophet’s 
healing work on one’s soul, so to speak, that creates certainty about his proph¬ 
ecy. Here, in the Munqidh, rationality ( ’aql) is not named as a criterion for 
judging the truth of revelation, although the use of reflection ( nazar) in the 
quotation above may be a veiled hint at rationality. In the Munqidh, however, 
the stress is on experience (tajriba), and that is mostly the experience of reli¬ 
gious practice. Al-Ghazall calls this kind of experience dhawq, “tasting,” and he 
connects it to what Sufis do and how they experience religion. 

The position that we can distinguish a true prophet from an imposter by 
judging his message according to reason is a more radical rationalism than 
what al-Ghazall suggests in his al-Munqidh min ad-dalal. Why is it different? 
Did al-Ghazall change his attitude between the year 490/1097 when he most 
likely wrote this epistle and 500/1106, when he wrote his autobiography? While 
this is not impossible, there is evidence that al-Ghazall never changed his 
stance on this issue; indeed, there is evidence that his position in al-Qanun 
al-kullifi t-ta’wd was his true position. The kind of verification he put forward 
in al-Munqidh min ad-dalal may be a different representation of that position, 
one that aims at diminishing the role of reason and stressing the role of experi¬ 
ence (tajriba). Apparently, al-Ghazall presented his very rationalist position on 
the verification of prophecy in two ways: in the first, inscribed in a private letter 
to a personal student, he admitted to what can only, in the context of Ash'arite 
theology, be regarded as a rationalist innovation; in the second, inscribed in an 
autobiography addressed to a wider audience, he expressed his view in terms 
that moderated its rationalist tone. 

Evidence for this interpretation can be found in The Correct Balance 
(al-Qistas al-mustaqlm), unanimously accepted to be a late work written just 
before the Munqidh in the period shortly before al-Ghazall’s teaching activity 
at the Nizamiyya madrasa in Nishapur (c. 499/1106). Al-Ghazall writes: 


80 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, 43. 
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Likewise, I gained belief in the truthfulness of Muhammad ( amantu ana 
bi-sidqi Muhammad) - peace be upon him - and the truthfulness of 
Moses - peace be upon him - not by reason of the splitting of the moon 
and the changing of a stick into a serpent, for that way is open to much 
ambiguity and one should not rely on it. [...] Rather, I learned the bal¬ 
ances [viz. syllogistic arguments] from the Qur’an, and then I weighted 
by it all the [suggested] knowledge about God (al-ma'arif al-ilahiyya), 
and about the states in the afterlife, about the punishment of the wicked 
and the reward of the obedient, just like I mention in [my] book Jawahir 
al-Qur'an, and I found all of this in agreement with what is in the Qur’an 
and in the akhbar. Thus, I obtained certain knowledge ( tayaqqantu) that 
Muhammad - peace be upon him - is truthful and that the Qur’an is true 
(haqq ). 81 

Here, al-Ghazall uses a terminology that he coined himself and that he 
explains elsewhere in al-Qistas al-mustaqlm. In that language, he explains that 
he scrutinized the available knowledge about God by means of, as he says, “the 
balances” (al-mawazin), a word that refers to the syllogistic method of logic. 
Using a rigid rational analysis, he was able to determine which teachings about 
God and the afterlife are true. Once the truth about those two subjects has 
been determined in such a rationalist way, al-Ghazall compares it to divine 
revelation and found that it is in agreement ( muwafaqa) with what he found 
to be true through reason. This gave him certain knowledge that the Qur’an is 
true divine revelation. This position is the same as the one in his letter to Abu 
Bakr ibn al-Arabi, where al-Ghazall says that “it is only through reason ( 'aql) 
that the truth of revelation is known.” 


7 Conclusions 

Al-Qanun al-kulUfit-ta’wiL is, despite its brevity, an important textual witness 
for our understanding of al-Ghazall’s attitude towards divine revelation. The 
text is closely related to his Faysal at-tafriqa yet it represents an earlier engage¬ 
ment with the strategy of allegorically interpreting revelation wherever its 
outward meaning ( zahir) conflicts with what is known from reason. 82 Here, 
al-Ghazall takes a position that is much more rationalist than in the Faysal 


81 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas al-mustaqim, ed. Victor Chelhot, Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 
1959.81. 

82 See fnn. 35,41,63. 
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and many of his other writings: “Would reason be wrong then perhaps it would 
also be wrong when it establishes [the truth] of revelation since it is through 
reason that we know [the truth] of revelation.” 83 Revelation is verified by com¬ 
paring its message with what is decisively known from reason. Passing the test 
of reason, the prophets’ message should then be accepted as divine revelation. 
Such a view had never before been put forward by a theologian of the Ash'arite 
school. That this truly was al-Ghazall’s position on this subject can be corrob¬ 
orated from comments in his other works, where this view is not explained 
but merely hinted at. The passage I have quoted from al-Qistas al-mustaqlm 
is one of the most conclusive. More detailed is a brief comment about reason 
and revelation in the introduction of his Choice Essentials of the Science of the 
Principles [of Law] ( al-Mustasfaft 'ilm al-usul), a work also from his late period. 
There, al-Ghazall says: 

Reason points towards the fact that the Prophet tells the truth; it then 
dismisses itself and commits itself to accept whatever is conveyed by the 
sayings of the prophets regarding [the subjects] of God and the Last Day, 
provided reason has no independent way of perceiving this and also 
doesn’t judge it impossible. 84 

Another indication to this position is in al-Ghazall’s autobiography al-Munqidh 
min ad-dalal. There, he says that if one has understood the meaning of proph¬ 
ecy and “spent much time reflecting on the Qur’an and the akhbar” one will 
acquire necessary knowledge about Muhammad’s prophecy. 85 “Reflecting” 
(an-nazar) may well mean comparing the Qur’an and the hadith with what is 
known from reason. If so, it would hint to a teaching that al-Ghazall never fully 
explained in any work other than this letter to one of his students. This latter 
remark in particular has confused many of his readers and triggered a number 
of comments in the field of Ghazall studies. 86 


83 “law khadhaba al-'aqlufa-la'allahu khadhabafiithbati ash-shar'i idh bihi 'arafna sh-shar"’] 
al-Ghazall, al-Qanun al-kullifit-taWil, 10 / 97a-g8b / 5a. See also the Engl, transl. in Heer, 
“Al-Ghazali. The Canons of Ta’wil,” 52. 

84 Arab, “al-'aql yadullu 'ala sidq an-nabl al-Ghazall, al-Mustasfa min 'ilm al-usul, ed. 
Hamza ibn Zuhayr Hafiz, 4 vols. (Medina [Saudi Arabia]: al-Jami c a al-Islamiyya - Kulliyyat 
ash-Shari c a, 1413 [1992-93]), 1:14- 

85 See fn. 80 above. 

86 See Duncan B. MacDonald, “The Life of al-Ghazzali, with especial references to his reli¬ 
gious experience and opinions,' ’Journal of the American Oriental Society, 20 (1899): 71-132, 
esp. g6;ArendTh. van Leeuwen, GhazalialsApologeet van de Islam (Leiden: E. Ijdo, 1947) 
95-98,181; Vincenco M. Poggi, Un classico della spiritualia musulmana (Rome: Libreria 



MOST RATIONALIST 


AL-GHAZALI AT HIS 


117 


Here, in his letter to Abu Bakr ibn al-Arabi, al-Ghazali explains the argu¬ 
ment that underlies that comment. In a first step he claims that the results of 
a demonstrative argument ( burhan al-‘aql) cannot be but correct and true. 87 
Secondly, what is established through demonstrative arguments functions as 
a character witness ( muzakkf) for the truth of revelation. 88 Once reason has 
established that a certain revelation is truthful and trustworthy, that revelation 
is accepted in its entirety as a source of information on subjects where reason 
has nothing to say, such as God’s attributes or the afterlife, for instance. The 
outline of this argument was already known from the later rationalist Ash'arite 
Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi. In his Exalted Pursuits (al-Matalib al-’aliya), his major 
work on theology, he says that the most advanced way to verify revelation is to 
compare it with what is known from reason. In a first step we establish through 
reasonable inquiry what is true ( haqq ) in theoretical knowledge and what is 
right ( sawab ) in practical knowledge. In a second step we study the claims of 
a certain prophet, “and if we find that his message includes a strong incite¬ 
ment for people to change from falsehood to truth, then we know that he is a 
true prophet and that one has to follow him. 89 Thus far it had been assumed 
that Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi was the first Ash'arite to use this method to verify 
revelation. 90 Now, we can say that al-Ghazali preceded him in this. 

This way of thinking about revelation is different both from earlier 
Ash'arites and from the falasifa. Earlier Ash'arites would not have accepted 
that the divine message is verified by something as fallible and uncertain as 
human theoretical knowledge. Al-Ghazali counters that with his acceptance of 
demonstration ( burhan ) as an infallible way to establish truth; here, he agrees 


dell’Universita Gregoriana, 1967): 242-245; George F. Hourani, “Ghazali on the Ethics of 
Action,” in: Journal ofthe American OrientalSociety, 96 (1976): 69-88, esp. 87-88; Richard M. 
McCarthy in the notes to his English translation of al-Ghazali, Deliverance from Error 
(Louisville [Kenn.]: Fons Vitae, 2000), 120; and Frank, Al-Ghazali and the Ash'arite School, 
67-68. 

87 See fn. 69 above. 

88 See fn. 70 above. 

89 This passage seems to be distorted in the standard edition of Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi, 
al-Matalib al- 'aliya min al- 'ilm at-itahi, ed Ahmad Hijazi as-Saqqa, 9 parts in 5 vols., Beirut: 
Dar al-Kitab al-Arabi, 1987, 8:103. A lectio difficilior is offered in an earlier part-edition 
of this work, published under the title an-Nubuwwat wa-ma yata’allaq biha, ed. Ahmad 
Hijazi as-Saqqa, Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyya al-Azhariyya, 1985,163. See also Fakhr ad-DIn 
ar-Razi’s short compendium Ma'alim usul ad-din, ed. Taha Abd ar-Ra’uf Sa'd, Cairo: 
al-Maktaba al-Azhariyya li-t-Turath, 2004,98-101. On these teachings of Fakhr ad-DIn see 
Sabine Schmidtke, The Theology of at-Allama al-Hilli, Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1991,151-2. 

90 Griffel, “Al-Ghazali’s Concept of Prophecy,” 104-13,141. 
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with the falasifa. Against the falasifa, al-Ghazall asserts that once reason has 
legitimated the truth of revelation, it is revelation that must be preferred in 
fields beyond the ken of the demonstrative method. That the prophetic mes¬ 
sage becomes a source of knowledge exceeding the demonstrative method is 
a notion the falasifa would never have accepted. For falasifa such as Ibn Sina 
or Ibn Rushd, who stood in the tradition of al-Farabi, revelation is merely a dif¬ 
ferent way of expressing the very same truth established by demonstrations. 
Revelation could never exceed reason and it cannot be accepted as a source of 
knowledge that is superior to apodeixis ( burhan). 

What, then, is the vaunted “universal rule” ( al-qanun al-kullt) regarding 
the practice of allegorically interpreting revelation? If we follow the words 
of al-Ghazali’s epistle, this rule is the insight that there is no clash ( tasadum ) 
between reason and revelation, even though one may have such an impres¬ 
sion (“at first glance and after a superficial examination”). 91 It is best to accept 
both reason and revelation as foundations (singl. asl) of one’s knowledge and 
to deny any opposition (ta’arud) between the two. This is the most moder¬ 
ate of the five approaches to the question, bringing together ( jama'a ) reason 
and revelation. All these, however, are only theoretical statements. In terms of 
practical guidance about how to pursue one’s allegorical interpretation ( ta’wil ) 
of difficult passages in revelation, the universal rule consists of three recom¬ 
mendations (singl. wasiyya ): (x) show patience and do not aspire to achieve 
a complete understanding of divine revelation; (2) do not assume that the 
conclusion of a truly demonstrative argument could be wrong; and (3) do not 
engage in allegorically interpreting revelation wherever there are different pos¬ 
sibilities of what the text may mean. 

It should be noted that later in his Faysal at-tafriqa al-Ghazall will again use 
the word “rule” in connection to allegorical interpretation. The “rule of alle¬ 
gorical interpretation” ( qanun at-ta’wil) in that work is much more specific and 
consists in the principle that one can only engage in allegorical interpretation 
(ta’wil) of a revealed text once a demonstrative argument ( burhan) has proven 
that the outward meaning ( zahir ) of a passage in revelation is impossible. 92 
In that work, apodeixis ( burhan ) becomes the yardstick for engaging in alle¬ 
gorical interpretation. Here, in this brief epistle, apodeixis is the yardstick for 


91 Arab. “fiawwalan-nazarwa-zahiral-fikP', al-Ghazall, al-Qanun aikullifi t-ta ’wil, 6 / 94a / 2b. 
Heer, “The Canons of Ta’wil,” 48. 

92 al-Ghazall, Faysal at-tafriqa, 184,187. On the “rule of allegorical interpretation” (Qanun 
at-ta’wil) in the Faysal see Griffel, al-GhazalTs Phiosophical Theology, m-122 and idem, 
Apostasie und Toleranz im Islam: Die Entwicklung zu al-Gazalls Urteilgegen die Philosophic 
unddieReaktionen derPhilosophen, Leiden: Brill 2000,304-19,333-5,432-33, and 466-67. 
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verifying revelation. If one compares these two works, the short epistle cir¬ 
culating under the title al-Qanun al-kulllft t-ta’wil from 490/1097 represents 
an earlier and less methodologically firm stage of thinking about ta’wll. The 
rationalist background of both works, however, is the same and it is expressed 
clearer and more explicit here than in the Faysal at-tafriqa. 

At last, we must return to the beginning of this chapter and ask whether Ibn 
Taymiyya is correct in claiming that “ar-RazI and his followers” considered the 
position that reason is the foundation ( asl ) of revelation to be a “universal rule.” 
Ibn Taymiyya is both right and wrong about this: he is wrong when he implies 
that Fakhr ad-Din and al-Ghazali call reason the foundation ( asl ) of revelation. 
Al-Ghazall says that the best position about the conflict between reason and 
revelation is to make both reason and revelation “an important foundation.” 93 
Only the most radical group on the side of the rationalists, whom al-Ghazall 
identifies with the falasifa, adopts reason as the sole foundation of their 
inquiry. Ibn Taymiyya is also wrong when he implies that al-Ghazali and Fakhr 
ad-Din ar-RazI believed that “reason contradicts [information that comes from 
the prophets]” ( al-'aqlyu’aridu [maja’at bihi al-anbiya ’]). Rather, in this epistle 
al-Ghazali is keen to deny that there is opposition or contradiction (ta'drud) 
between reason ( al-’aql ) and revelation ( ash-shar"). Such opposition is only 
an impression; in reality ( haqq an ) no such opposition exists. 94 Ibn Taymiyya 
is, therefore, probably wrong when he suggests that Fakhr ad-Din had said or 
implied that reason is the foundation of revelation, being privileged therefore 
to oppose it. 

Still, there is a level where Ibn Taymiyya’s accusations seem correct. All 
depends on what one means by “foundation” (asl) and there, the two parties 
have a different understanding. In this letter, al-Ghazali uses asl to mean “prin¬ 
ciple source of information.” He is right to say that the moderates - including, 
of course, him and his followers - use both reason and revelation as sources 
once the veracity of the latter has been established. Ibn Taymiyya’s main accu¬ 
sation against his rationalist opponents in Muslim theology is that they see 
reason as the foundation of revelation. “Foundation” here means “principle 
means of verification.” Ibn Taymiyya’s opponents say that a rejection of rea¬ 
son would include a rejection of revelation: “Dismissing the foundation of 
a thing is dismissing the thing itself.” 95 Al-Ghazali and Fakhr ad-Din ar-RazI 
both believed that revelation is verified through reason and at least al-Ghazall 


93 “ al-firqatu [...] al-ja’ilatu kulla wahid in minhuma asl an muhimm an -, al-Ghazall, al-Qanun 
al-kulll fi t-ta’wil, 9 / 97b / 4a. Heer, “Al-Ghazali. The Canons of Ta'wil,” 51. 

94 See fn. 65. 

95 See fn. 2. 
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expressed explicitly that a rejection of reason would also lead to a rejection of 
revelation. Reason is the “character witness” of revelation, as al-Ghazall puts it, 
and if reason could be wrong on anything, how could we assume that it is right 
when it testifies to the truth of revelation? “One who calls reason wrong also 
calls revelation wrong,” al-Ghazall says in this epistle, “because it is through 
reason that the truth of revelation is known.” 96 This is the position that Ibn 
Taymiyya opposed and it seems clear that this is what he means with “reason 
being a foundation of revelation” ( al-‘aql asl an-naql). If the truth of revelation 
can only be known through reason, then reason is its foundation. This is how 
Ibn Taymiyya understood al-Ghazall’s letter to Abu Bakr ibn al-‘ArabI and this 
is why for him the “universal rule” is identical with the principle that “reason 
is the foundation of revelation.” 97 He was right, however, only as long as one 
understands “foundation” (asl) to refer to the position that revelation is veri¬ 
fied through reason. About Ibn Taymiyya’s Dar 1 ta'arud we can now conclude: 
What triggered its writing was - according to its introductory passage - the 
view held by opponents of his such al-Ghazall and Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi that 
revelation is verified through reason and that the truth of revelation stand or 
falls with the truth of reason. 


96 “ man kadhdhaba al-’aqlafa-qadkadhdhaba ash-shar'a idh bi-t-'aqli 'urifa sidqu ash-shar'”-, 
al-Ghazall, al-Qdnun al-kullifi t-ta’wlL, 9 / 96b / 4a-b. Heer, “Al-Ghazali. The Canons of 
Ta'wil,” 51. See also fn. 75 and 83. 

97 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar'ta’arud, 1:4: “ar-Razi and his followers make this position to a universal 



CHAPTER 6 


The Comedy of Reason 

Strategies of Humour in al-Ghazali 
Eric Ormsby 


For philosophers - let alone theologians - humour is no laughing matter. 
Indeed, as a contemporary scholar reminds us, laughter “is a serious subject.” 1 
True, there is Democritus of Abdera, known as “the laughing philosopher,” 
about whom that ancient gossip Aelian (c.170-235 ad) wrote, “Democritus 
laughed at everyone and said they were all mad which led his fellow citizens to 
call him ‘gelasinus.’ ” 2 But the laughter of Democritus leaves a bitter aftertaste: 
it springs from mockery. Of course, philosophers from Aristotle to Bergson 
have shown a conspicuous interest in laughter, that puzzling yet quintessen- 
tially human trait. In a solemn discussion of why we laugh when we are tickled, 
Aristotle says that one reason is that “human beings are the only animals that 
laugh”; in this sense, man is not “the rational” but “the laughing animal” (zolon 
gelastikori ). 3 Aristotle’s interest, like that of most philosophers - Western as 
well as Islamic - is analytical and theoretical. What provokes laughter? What is 
its mechanism? Why do we laugh at some things and not others? Philosophers 
analyze humour but rarely incorporate it into their arguments or recognize it 
as a useful stratagem. According to Henri Bergson in Le Rire, his classic treatise 
of 1924, “laughter addresses itself to pure intelligence.” 4 Bergson was doubtless 
unaware that his view had been anticipated in part by the Muslim philosopher 
Abu Sulayman al-Mantiql as-Sijistanl several centuries earlier. As reported by 
Abu Hayyan at-Tawhldl, the philosopher held that laughter occurs when our 
articulate reason ( nutq) collides with our innate “animality” ( hayawaniyya ). 5 A 
joke fills us with amazement (ta’ajjub) and our reason struggles to understand 


1 Geert Jan van Gelder, in his Introduction to Franz Rosenthal, Humor in Early Islam, Leiden, 

2 Aelian, Historical Miscellany [Varia Historia\, book 4, chapter 20, ed./tr. N. G. Wilson, 
Cambridge, ma: Harvard, 1997, p. 205. 

3 De partibus animalium, 67338 and 28. 

4 Bergson, Le Rire: Essai sur la signification du comique, in Oeuvres, Paris, 1959, p. 389. 

5 At-Tawhidi, Muqabasat, Baghdad: Matba'at al-Irshad, 1970, p. 294; see also Rosenthal, Humor 
in Early Islam, p. 137. 


KONINKLIJKE 


V, LEIDEN, 


).1163/9789004290952_C 



122 


ORMSBY 


the source of this amazement while our animality directs our response to the 
joke either inwardly or outwardly, producing amusement or anger, as the case 
may be. This is one aspect of the “comedy of reason” in my title; humour stimu¬ 
lates reflection. But from another perspective, there seems to be something 
irrational, maybe even non-rational, about laughter; it not only “castigates 
morals,” it castigates reason too. Certainly, philosophers as well as theologians 
avail themselves of irony, mockery and caricature of opposing views: think of 
the well-honed tactic of reductio ad absurdum. But such devices, like the laugh¬ 
ter of Democritus, have harsh echoes; it is not that they aren’t sometimes funny 
but that they are lacking in two of the profoundest aspects of true humour: 
gaiety and geniality. With the possible exceptions of Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, 
philosophers tend to be resolutely humourless. A book entitled The Humour of 
Heidegger would be a very slim volume indeed. 

Here I want to argue that al-Ghazall avails himself of the devices of humour 
in many of his works and that he does so strategically. I want to argue this 
in the teeth of the evidence, so to speak. For no one would embark upon a 
reading of the IkycT c uliim ad-din or the Tahajut al-falasifa or others amongst 
his works with any expectation of rollicking high humour. Nevertheless, I find 
that al-Ghazall does use humour quite consciously in several of his works. 
Sometimes this is humour of a conventional sort but at others, his humour 
is broader, subtler, infused with a rare geniality. To recognize this is to under¬ 
stand something fundamental about his work, and particularly about the Ihyd 1 
'ulum ad-din. 

Over the past several years, while working on a translation of Book 36 of the 
Ihya\ the Kitab al-Mahabba, I was often struck by the variousness of al-Ghazali’s 
style; he moves from the sarcastic and even the smutty to the sublime; he can 
be harsh and hectoring at one moment, rapt and lyrical at the next. He displays 
a wide range of tones in his prose and he modulates those tones to surprising 
effect. In working closely with the Arabic text, my first concern was to get it 
right; that is, to understand what al-Ghazall was actually saying and to convey 
that understanding in accurate English. But of course, accuracy is not simply 
a matter of fidelity to the meanings of the text nor is it mere lexical accuracy 
alone. There is an accuracy of style and tone that is essential to translation 
too. Too often, I think, we read al-Ghazall for what he says but pay too little 
attention to how he says it. But can we really understand what he is saying if 
we are deaf to the tones in which he expresses himself? In this respect, I believe, 
al-Ghazall stands squarely in the tradition of classical adab literature. His use 
of tales and anecdotes, his quips and rejoinders, his mischievous rhymes at 
the expense of opponents, his recourse to snippets of verse, the very playfulness 
of much of his discourse, links him to such predecessors as al-Jahiz, at-Tawhidi, 
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Miskawayh and ar-Raghib al-Isfahani as closely as the actual content of his 
thought links him to earlier philosophers, theologians and Sufi masters. 6 In 
working with my nose close to the text, as it were, I became increasingly aware 
of al-Ghazall’s frequent recourse to the stratagems and devices of the udaba 
and yet, I wasn’t always sure that what struck me as humorous in certain pas¬ 
sages was intended as such. Was I reading something into the text, or was 
I reading it in a way alien to the author’s intentions? 

These questions lead me to two obvious objections which I need to address 
before proceeding. First, humour is notorious for its elusiveness, its intrinsic 
slipperiness. While we can agree that man is the only animal that laughs - 
I leave aside the hyena, the kookaburra and the jackass as mere simulators of 
human laughter - we don’t all agree on what makes us laugh. What one person 
finds hilarious another finds insipid, and the same is true of cultures. Georges 
Tamer has put this well in the Introduction to his fascinating collection Humor 
in der arabischen Kultur when he notes that the forms of humour 

vary in different ages and cultures, so that what seems to be a universal 
quality of humankind reveals itself in fact to be essentially determined by 
the specific individual and social contexts in which it occurs. To deal in a 
scholarly way with humour reveals itself, indeed, to be a humourless 
business. 7 

This is a genuine difficulty. The barriers of time and place appear insuperable. 
What provoked laughter in al-Ghazall’s Baghdad is likely to fall flat in 21st century 
Columbus, Ohio: nothing falls flatter than an ancient joke mummified by eons 
of incomprehension. On the other hand, certain jokes enjoy a lively immortal¬ 
ity wherever they are told; like proverbs or folktales, they travel the world with¬ 
out benefit of passport. In his witty introduction to Franz Rosenthal’s recently 
re-issued classic Humor in Early Islam, Geert Jan van Gelder remarks that 
“jokes and anecdotes have a habit of jumping like fleas, easily attaching them¬ 
selves from one person to another.” 8 One such flea has had an exceptionally 


6 See Wilferd Madelung, “Ar-Ragib al-Isfahani und die Ethik al-Gazalis,” in Islamkundliche 
Abhandlungen: Fritz Meier zum sechzigsten Geburtstag, ed. R. Gramlich, Wiesbaden: Franz 
Steiner Verlag, 1974, pp. 152-163, though this pioneering study deals with ethical rather than 
literary influence. To my knowledge no one has yet made a study of al-Ghazali's prose style, 
let alone his literary and rhetorical flourishes. 

7 Georges Tamer (ed .), Humor in der arabischen Kultur/Humor in Arabic Culture, Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter, 2009, p. ix. 

8 Franz Rosenthal, Humor in Early Islam, Leiden: Brill, 2011, p. xii. 
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long life and has sprung in myriad directions. In his Notes and Essays on the 
‘West-Eastern Divan,’ that marvellous collection of lyric poems based on Arabic 
and Persian motifs written in his old age, Goethe re-tells a humorous anec¬ 
dote about Nasreddin Hoja, whom he calls (with reference to Timur Lenk), 
“the dread world-destroyer’s jocular companion in both tent and battlefield:” 

Timur was an ugly fellow; he was blind in one eye and lame in one foot. 
One day when Hoja was with him, Timur scratched his head - it was time 
for a haircut - and commanded that the barber be summoned. After he’d 
shaved his head the barber put a mirror in Timur’s hand, as usual. Timur 
looked at himself in the mirror and found his appearance exceedingly 
ugly. He started to weep over this, Hoja began to weep too, and the two of 
them went on weeping for a few hours. At this one of Timur’s compan¬ 
ions comforted him and entertained him with strange tales so that he 
might forget everything. Timur stopped crying but Hoja did not; in fact, 
he began crying even more strongly. At last Timur said to Hoja: “Listen! 
I looked in the mirror and I saw how ugly I was. I was saddened by this 
because not only am I emperor but I also have great property and many 
slaves, and yet, I am so very ugly; that’s why I cried. But why do you keep 
on crying without cease?” The Hoja replied, “If you looked in the mirror 
just once and at the sight of your own face you couldn’t stand looking at 
yourself, what should we do who have to look at your face by day and by 
night? If we don’t weep, who should?” 9 

The story was already centuries old when Goethe read and repeated it; the 
laughter it provokes still overleaps the centuries. 

There is another possible objection to what I am proposing. Namely, how 
does al-Ghazall himself view humour and more specifically, joking? Doesn’t 
he tend to condemn it? In several passages, al-Ghazall does condemn laughter 
and joking. In one such, he asks, “Why is joking called muzah ?” And he replies, 
with a play on the verb azaha - which means both “to jest” and “to drive away” - 
“Because it pulls the man who laughs away from the Truth.” 10 In the same con¬ 
text he notes that “nobody laughs on his death-bed,” * 11 for “laughter is a sign of 


9 J. W von Goethe, West-ostlicher Divan, ed. Karl Richter, Munich: Hanser, 1998, pp. 209-210. 
[Samtliche Werke nach Epochen seines Schaffens, vol. 11.1.2] 

10 Ihya‘ (Beirut, 1996), 3:137, -2: li’annahu azaha sahibahu 'an at-haqq (which could also be 
read, of course, as “away from God”). 

11 Ibid. 
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heedlessness ( ghafla ) of the Hereafter.” 12 Despite these strictures, which occur 
in his treatment of “the vices of the tongue” in the lhya\ his final position is 
more nuanced than this might suggest; he fully recognizes that, as al-Jahiz had 
stated over two centuries before, in the opening pages of his Book of Misers, 
“laughter lies at the root of human nature” ( wa-huwa [cid-dahk] shay >un fi asl 
at-tiba J. 13 Moreover, laughter, like weeping, comes ultimately from God; as 
proof, al-Jahiz cites the Quran: “It is He who makes [one] laugh and weep and 
it is He who causes death and brings life.” 14 Al-Jahiz draws out the implications 
of the striking chiasmus of this verse by noting that God “put laughter opposite 
fife and weeping opposite death.” 15 

With regard to joking or banter ( mutayaba ), al-Ghazall writes, “When gaiety 
(inbisat) and goodness of heart are present, joking and bantering are not for¬ 
bidden. But know that what is forbidden is excessiveness (ifrat) or persistence 
(mudawama) [i.e., in jocularity]. Persistence involves a preoccupation with 
playfulness and jest and though playfulness is licit, persistence in it is repre¬ 
hensible. Excess, on the other hand, produces too much laughter. Too much 
laughter kills the heart and incites resentment under certain circumstances.” 16 
(Interestingly enough, Bergson held a similar view, remarking that “in the end, 
to produce its complete effect, the comical requires something like a momen¬ 
tary anaesthesia of the heart.”) 17 

Al-GhazalTs reflections on joking and laughter stem from an ethical and 
juridical perspective. How, for example, he asks, does laughter relate to the 
Sunna of the Prophet? Now we know on the authority of certain traditions 
that the Prophet not only laughed but joked and indeed, played practical jokes. 
One of the best-known of these occurred when he informed an elderly woman 
that old women would not be allowed into paradise; she was upset by this, 
naturally enough, but then the Prophet quoted Qur’an 56:35 which states that 
all the women in paradise will be virgins (and hence young) again. 18 Moreover, 
according to one report, the Prophet “used to laugh until his back teeth were 


12 Ibid. 

13 Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Bukhala‘ (Beirut, 1991), 1:28; tr. C. Pellat, The Life and Works of Jahiz, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969, p. 238. 

14 Wa-annahu huwa adhaka wa-abka wa-annahu huwa amata wa-ahyw, Q: 53:44. 

15 Kitab al-Bukhala ’, 1:28. 

16 Ihya‘, 3037 ( wa-kathrat ad-dahk tumit al-qalb). 

17 Bergson, Le Rite, p. 389. 

18 Rosenthal, Humor in Early Islam, pp. 5-6. 
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visible.” 19 In several hadiths we are told that “the Emissary of God smiled and 
laughed” ( fa-tabassama rasul Allah dahlk an ). 20 Al-Ghazall gives the following 
telling tradition: “The Emissary of God saw Suhayb eating dates when one of his 
eyes was infected. He asked, ‘Do you eat dates when you have an eye infection?’ 
He said, ‘0 Emissary of God, I eat only on the other side,’ meaning on the sound 
side of his face, and the Emissary of God laughed.” 21 One of his Companions 
remarked that “he had never seen anyone who smiled as much as the Prophet 
did.” 22 To the question as to why laughter may be reprehensible, since we know 
that the Prophet and his Companions laughed and joked, al-Ghazall replies: 

If you can do what the Prophet and his Companions did - namely, to joke 
but to speak only the truth, not to wound the heart nor to be excessive in 
joking, and to limit it to infrequent occasions, then nothing prevents you 
from doing so. But it is a great mistake for a man to set about joking as a 
way of life or to go on and on with it and overdo it, and then excuse him¬ 
self by clinging to the behaviour of the Prophet. 23 

The notion that joking should “speak only the truth” is important; it lies at 
the heart of al-Ghazali’s own use of humour. 24 In his discussion of the faults 
of the tongue, al-Ghazall lists the criteria for “permissible jocularity” (muzah 
mashrW). First, the joke must be far horn falsehood; when the Prophet said to 
Anas, “0 you with the two ears!” (yd dha l-udhunayn.lt), it was both gently amus¬ 
ing and incontrovertibly true. Second, a joke should neither be exaggerated nor 


19 Ihya’, 2:398-99; 3237. See Ulrich Marzolph, Arabia ridens, Frankfurt, 1992, vol. 1, p. 29; 
cf. also R. Sellheim, “Das Lacheln des Propheten” in Festschrift A. Jensen, Munich, 1964, 
pp. 621-30. 

20 Cited in Ludwig Ammann, Vorbild and Vemunft:Die Regelung von Lachen undScherzen im 
mittelalterlichen Islam, Hildesheim: George 01ms, 1993, p. 40, on the authority of both Abu 
Dawud and A.b. Hanbal. 

21 Ihya’, 2:22; tr. D. Johnson-Davies. On the Manners relating to Eating, Cambridge: Islamic 
Texts Society, 2000, p. 49. 

22 Ammann, Vorbild und Vernunft, p. 42. See Ihya’, 2:398. 

23 Ihya’, 3238; cf. also Zabidi, Ithaf, 7:948. 

24 Al-Ghazall may have taken this precept in its particular formulation from Miskawayh, 
a known influence; see the latter's Tahdhib al-akhlaq, ed. C. Zurayq, Beirut: American 
University of Beirut Press, 1966, p. 195 and especially, p. 198 where we read that “the 
Emissary of God joked but he spoke only the truth.” In the same passage, Miskawayh lists 
joking (together with mockery, istihza’) as one of the provocations to anger and sees it as 
an occasional casus belli. 
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long-drawn-out, a stricture already enunciated by al-Jahiz . 25 Third, a joke must 
not cause bad feeling or enmity; elsewhere, in his Mizan al-'amal, al-Ghazali 
lists unkind jokes as one of the main causes of anger . 26 Fourth, a joke must 
neither intimidate nor frighten. Fifth, all bawdiness must be avoided. Finally, 
sixth, a joke should be expressed in fine words; or, as al-Ghazali, puts it, in 
friendly words and well-meaning expressions . 27 

Here matters of decorum are intertwined with ethical concerns. If most 
writers on the subject condemn excess, and especially that boisterous horse- 
laughter known as qahqaha in Arabic , 28 al-Ghazali stands out for his insistence 
on truthfulness in jest. This criterion guides his practice. Let me now offer a 
few examples. 


Irony 

Al-Ghazali often avails himself of irony for humorous effect, especially at the 
expense of doctors and most especially, of the ’ulama’i 29 religious scholars 
are recurrent objects of scorn in the Ihyd’ and in other works. In the Biddyat 
al-hidaya, for example, he invokes a hadlth in which the Prophet says that he 
is more apprehensive about the ‘ulama’ as-su\ “the scholars of wickedness,” 
than he is about Dajjal himself . 30 Al-Ghazali seldom misses an opportunity 
to expose such scholars to gibes, sideswipes, and caustic dismissals . 31 In the 


25 Al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Rukhala’, 1:28. 

26 Mizan al- 'amal, ed. S. Dunya, Cairo, Dar al-Ma c arif al-Misriyya, 1964, p. 322; tr. Abd-Elsamad 
Abd-Elhamid Elschazli, Das Kriterium des Handelns, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 2006, p. 179. 

27 For an excellent analysis, see Birgit Krawietz, “Verstehen Sie Spafi? Emsthafte 
Anmerkungen zur schariat-rechtlichen Dimensionen des Scherzens,” in Tamer (ed.), 
Humor in der arabischen Kultur/Humor in Arabic Culture, pp. 29-47, esp. p. 38. See Ihyd’, 
2:325 and 3238. 

28 On this, see Ammann, Vorbild und Vemunjt, p. 131. 

29 James Montgomery suggests that “irony” may be best rendered in Arabic by muzah, the 
word I have translated here as “joking.” See his “Al-Jahiz on Jest and Earnest” in Tamer 
(ed.), p. 233. 

30 Biddyat al-hidaya [printed on the margins of Minhaj al-'Abidln, Cairo, 1337], p. 5, line-2. 

31 For an especially stinging example, see his comments on the Juqaha’ in his Fay sal 
al-tafriqa where he accuses them of unbridled appetite, fawning, money-grubbing, suck¬ 
ing up to the rich and powerful and an obsession with devising legal subterfuges; he 
concludes by noting that “all they possess of the religious sciences is knowledge of such 
things as the rules of ritual purity and whether or not water distilled from saffron can be 
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following example, he puts a wry twist on the fault known as ghajla, “heed¬ 
lessness” or perhaps better, “slovenly complacency,” which he elsewhere 
denounces roundly. In explaining why it is impermissible to share mystical 
knowledge with ordinary people - most of whom he says are “like the baffled 
man about whom the saying was coined, ‘When he is mounted on his donkey, 
he keeps looking for his donkey’ ” 32 - he states: 

If people were to share in [mystical knowledge], the world would go to 
ruin. Wisdom requires that heedlessness exist for the world to thrive. If 
all people were to eat only permitted food for 40 days, the world would 
fall apart because of their austerity; markets, not to mention livelihoods, 
would be ruined. Even more, if religious scholars were to eat nothing but 
permitted foods, they would become occupied only with themselves; 
their tongues and their feet would grind to a halt and cease from much 
that they do. 33 

On one level, of course, this is sheer common sense; in regard to the religious 
scholars, however, the irony seems to me unmistakable. The very continuance 
of the world depends on their heedlessness. 

Al-Ghazall often uses the example of sexual impotence to ironic effect. 
Those who cannot experience the truth through “taste” ( dhawq ) are like the 
impotent man who cannot appreciate the pleasures of sexual intercourse and 
so denies them. Al-Ghazall draws homely comparisons to make this point and 
again, the effect is gently humorous. 

To assert to young boys that the pleasures of sexual intercourse are 
superior to those of playing with a polo stick is impossible, just as it is to 
assert to the impotent that sexual pleasure is superior to the pleasure of 
sniffing violets; the impotent man has lost the ability by which he could 
perceive this pleasure. But he who is unimpaired by impotence and who 
possesses an intact sense of smell perceives the difference between the 


used for ritual purification;” in Sherman A. Jackson (tr.), On the Boundaries of Theological 
Tolerance in Islam, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, pp. 87-88. 

32 Ihya’, 4:340; tr. E. Ormsby, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment: Kitab al-Mahabba 
wa’l-shawq wa’l-uns wa’l-rida. Book xxxvi of The Revival of the Religious Sciences: Ihya’ 
'uliim al-dln, Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2011, p. 87. 

33 Ihya’, 4:355; tr. Ormsby, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment, p. 126. 
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two pleasures. On this there is nothing to say but: He who has tasted 
knows (man dhaqa i arafa). 34 

The introduction of the polo stick and the sniffing of violets imparts a sly 
humour to what is otherwise a serious point. In the late work Ayyuha l-walad, 
he is much blunter: 

An impotent man wrote to a friend of his to tell him what the pleasure of 
sex was like. So [the friend] wrote back to him, “0 so-and-so, I thought 
you were just impotent! Now I know that you are impotent and stupid. 

The friend’s rejoinder is funny but, in keeping with al-Ghazall’s criterion of 
truthfulness in jest, it has a serious point. As he goes on to explain, “This plea¬ 
sure has to do with direct experience - if you attain it you know it - otherwise 
the description of it is not furnished through talking and writing! 35 


Sufi Humour 

Like his Sufi predecessors such as Abu Talib al-Makk! or al-Qushayri, from 
whom he took so much, al-Ghazall likes to use tales and anecdotes to reinforce 
his arguments; quite often these are blithely facetious. This is one facet of his 
various stratagems of persuasion; after all, a funny story, like a good joke, sticks 
in the mind. Many of these anecdotes exemplify a peculiar Sufi humour, hard 
to define but quite unmistakable; they are at once droll and paradoxical, and 
they stimulate reflection. Henry Corbin has suggested that such Sufi humour 
represents an attempt to establish a certain distance from the self. 36 It is part 
of a discipline of detachment. 

Out of many possible examples, consider the following apologue by Farid 
ad-DIn Attar in Edward Fitzgerald’s whimsical translation: 

A fellow all his life lived hoarding gold, 

And dying, hoarded left it. And behold, 

One night his son saw peering through the house 


34 Ihya’, 4:327; ibid., p. 49. 

35 al-Ghazali, Ayyuha l-walad, tr. Tobias Mayer, Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2005, p. 24. 

36 H. Corbin, “Mystique ethumour chez Sohravardi” in CollectedPapers onlslamicPhilosophy 
and Mysticism, ed. M. Mohaghegh and H. Landolt, Tehran; Montreal: The Institute of 
Islamic Studies, McGill University, 1971, pp. 16-38, esp. pp. 26-27. 
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A man, with yet the semblance of a mouse, 

Watching a crevice in the wall - and cried - 
“My Father?” “Yes,” the Musulman replied, 

“Thy Father!” “But why watching thus?” “For fear 
Lest any smell my treasure buried here.” 

“But wherefore, Sir, so metamousified?” 

“Because, my Son, such is the true outside 
Of the inner soul by which I lived and died.” 37 

Fitzgerald has caught the essential humour of the fable by his witty coinage 
“metamousified,” which, needless to say, exists not in the words of the original 
but in its inner spirit. In keeping with al-Ghazali’s stricture on truthfulness in 
jest, it uses humour to deliver a serious truth. 

As a further illustration, closer to home, consider the following little tales 
about Abu SaTd b. Abl 1 -Khayr (d. 1049/440), a Khorasanian saint of the previ¬ 
ous generation whom al-Ghazall often quotes. Once a man said to Abu SaTd, 
“I saw your disciple So-and-So on the road last night and he was blind drunk!” 
The saint replied, “Praise be to God! At least he was on the road.” Again, in later 
life he became quite fat, a fact which exposed him to criticism from grimmer - 
and thinner - colleagues. One of them said to him, “Your throat is so thick that 
it hardly fits through your collar!” Abu SaTd replied, “To me it seems even more 
remarkable that my neck, thanks to all that God has bestowed on me, fits at all 
in the frame of the seven heavens!” 38 This reply contains the characteristic ele¬ 
ments of “Sufi humour”: it is at once exuberant and self-mocking; yet, while it 
expresses genuine gratitude to God, it is slyly self-aggrandizing. It uses humour 
to make a complex and paradoxical point. (As Fritz Meier has shown, for this 
saint - known for his expansive cheerfulness 39 - jubilance and corpulence 
were intimately conjoined.) 

Al-Ghazall shares much of this geniality with his Khorasanian country¬ 
man. But his humour can also be harsh. It is significant, I think, that he turns 


37 Edward Fitgerald, Selected Works, ed. Joanna Richardson, London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 
1962, pp. 287-288. For the original Persian, see Mantiq al-tayr, ed. Sadiq Gawharin, Tehran, 
1978, pp. 57-58, and for a more literal translation, The Speech of the Birds: Concerning 
Migration to the Real, tr. Peter Avery, Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 1998, 
PP- 94-95- For a brilliant modem verse translation, see Dick Davis and Afkham Darbandi 
(trs.), The Conference of the Birds, Penguin, 1984, p. 49. 

38 Fritz Meier, Abu Sa'id-i Abu l-Hayr (337-440/967-1049): Wirklichkeit undLegende, Leiden; 
Tehran: Brill, 1976, p. 271. 

39 Ibid., p. 136 (He is shadhvart). For further discussion, see also pp. 270-275. 
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to anecdote when he wishes to be most scathing. Thus, on the subject of 
Baghdad, he quotes the Sufi master Ibn al-Mubarak (d. 181/797-8). When asked 
“what is your opinion of Baghdad?” that saint exclaimed, “There I saw only rag¬ 
ing policemen and anxious businessmen and baffled reciters of the Qur'an.” 
Again, when Fudayl ibn ‘Iyad (d. 187/803/4) asked a visiting Sufi where he lived 
and the man replied, “Baghdad,” Fudayl “averted his face and said, “When we 
ask him where he dwells, he answers, ‘In the nest of darkness.’ ” Even stron¬ 
ger is the statement al-Ghazali cites by Bishr ibn al-Harith (d. 226 or 7/840 or 
841) who declared, “Someone who worships God in Baghdad is like one who 
worships him in the toilet.” 40 

It is possible that such denunciations of Baghdad, which al-Ghazali obvi¬ 
ously relishes, may represent an oblique, retrospective justification for his own 
abrupt departure from that city after his ‘conversion’ to the Sufi way. But there 
are other anecdotes which he seems to include purely for their entertainment 
value, though even these have a serious underlying point. For example: 

Of Junayd it is related that he said, “Our master Sari [as-Saqati] was sick 
and we could neither find a remedy for his illness, nor could we discover 
its cause. We were told of a clever doctor and so we took a vial of Sari’s 
urine to him. The doctor looked at it again and again for a long time and 
then he said, “I see that this is the urine of a man in love.” Junayd went on, 
“I was stunned. I fell into a faint and the vial dropped from my hand. 
I went back to Sari and told him what had happened. He smiled and said 
(of the doctor), *What a sharp-eyed son-of-a-bitch!’ ” [qatalahuAlLci.hu ma 
absarahu!] I said, “0 Master, does love show even in the urine?” He 
replied, ‘Yes.’ ” 41 

Here is one more - one of many, I should say - which al-Ghazali relates in 
Book xi of the Ihya 3 in a discussion of table manners, again, I think, simply to 
amuse (though it too makes a serious point): 

Abu Wa’il said, ‘I went with a friend of mine to visit Salman [al-Farisi] and 
he presented us with barley bread and coarsely ground salt. My friend 
said, ‘If there were some wild thyme in this salt, it would be tastier.’ 


40 For these anecdotes, see Ihya’, 4:374; tr. Ormsby, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment, 
pp. 175-176. 

41 Ihya’, 4:356; ibid., p. 129. For the use of urine in diagnosis, see Peter E. Pormann and Emilie 
Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007, 
p. 55, and, for a fraudulent such diagnosis, p. 92. 
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Salman went out and pawned his ablution bowl and brought some wild 
thyme. When we had eaten my friend said, ‘Praise be to God who has 
made us content with what we’ve been provided.’ Salman said, ‘Had you 
been content with what had been provided, my ablution bowl would not 
be in the pawnshop.’ 42 

Such charming tales, little more than jokes in many cases, are nevertheless 
important because they illustrate a fundamental characteristic not only of Sufi 
humour but of al-Ghazali’s own form of Sufism. They are characterized by that 
same gaiety - that inbisat - which typifies the practice of such earlier masters 
as Abu Sa'Id b. Abl 1 -Khayr. And I would argue that they constitute an essential 
aspect of the Ihya\ They are an intrinsic part of its pervasive and thorough¬ 
going humanity. 

This light-heartedness finds its warrant in the fact that, as al-Ghazall tells us, 
God Himself is given to laughter. Al-Qushayri, one of his masters, had declared 
that “God’s laughter is the manifestation of His beneficence.” 43 Thanks to 
Georges Tamer, we know that, improbably enough, there is humour in the 
Qur’an 44 In the Kitab al-Mahabba, al-Ghazall takes this further in one of the 
tales he inserts about Burkh al-Aswad, the black slave who is part of that com¬ 
pany of ‘holy fools’ out of whose mouths wisdom comes in the form of jokes 
and gibes and boisterous wrangles with God. 45 

During a drought, Moses asks Burkh to beseech God for rain. Burkh rebukes 
God for withholding the rains and says, “What’s this that You are doing? Is 
this what You call mildness? Whatever are You thinking? Are you short on 
springs of water? Have the winds refused to obey You? Are Your supplies 
exhausted?... You created compassion and commanded kindness. Will You 
show us that now You are hindered?” Burkh went on in this vein until the 
rains came pouring down and “drenched the Israelites” and in less than a day 
the grass sprang up to their knees. Moses was irritated with Burkh but God 
revealed to him, “Burkh makes me laugh three times a day.” 46 


42 Ihya’, 2:13; D. Johnson-Davies, On the Manners relating to Eating, p. 25. 

43 Qushayri, Risala, 404; cited in Ammann, Vorbild and Vemunft, p. 47. 

44 G. Tamer, “The Qur’an and Humor,” in Tamer (ed.), Humor in der arabischen Kultur/Humor 
in Arabic Culture, pp. 3-28; cf. also Mustansir Mir, “Humor in the Qur'an,” The Muslim 
World, 81:3-4 (October 1991), pp. 179-193. 

45 See H. Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul, Leiden: Brill, 2003, pp. 165-187, for a thorough, and 
hilarious, account; on Burkh in particular, see pp. 538 and 584. 

46 Ihya’, 4:359; tr. Ormsby, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment, p. 139. The anecdote is 
also given in Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul, p. 584 (citing al-Makki, Qut al-quliib, 2:65-66, 
where al-Ghazali no doubt found it). 
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Causality and Caricature 

As a final example of al-Ghazall’s use of humour, this time at the expense of the 
contortions of reason itself, I want to offer a few comments on the notorious 
17th chapter of the Tahafut al-falasifa in which he rej ects - or appears to rej ect - 
natural causation. As is well known, he opens this chapter with a blatant denial 
of cause and effect, adducing a series of examples which seem to fly in the 
face of common sense. Cotton burns when touched by a flame, death follows 
decapitation, eating and drinking satisfy hunger and quench thirst, and so on. 
Such phenomena merely coincide, he claims, they are not causally linked. Fire 
burns cotton, and cotton is consumed, not because of some intrinsic quality in 
either substance but because such is God’s “habit” or “custom” (fada). 

This seems straightforward but in fact, it is not. For as he writes in the 35th 
Book of the Ihyd 3 (written not long after the Tahafut)-. 

If you were to wait for God Most High to create satiety in you without 
bread, or to create in bread a motion towards you, or to enjoin an angel to 
chew it for you and see that it reaches your stomach - that would simply 
display your ignorance of the practice of God Most High. 47 

Here too, in the notion of an angel chewing your bread for you, we see the 
characteristic Ghazalian sense of irony in play. 

In pursuing his argument, ostensibly in defence of the Ash'arite denial of 
secondary causality, al-Ghazall introduces a curious counter-argument which 
is as surprising as it is comical. It represents a caricature of his own presumed 
Ash'arite position. Moreover, it is an extravagant elaboration - virtually, a 
lampooning - of the very concept of “intellectual admissibility” (tajwlz \aqlt) - 
the notion that whatever can be imagined can exist - which he had espoused 
earlier in such Ash'arite doctrinal works as al-Iqtisadftl-Ttiqad 48 To deny cause 


47 Ihya‘, 4:282; tr. Richard Gramlich, Muhammad al-Gazzalis Lehre von den Stufen zur 
Gottesliebe, Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1984, pp. 565-566; tr. D. Burrell, Faith in 
Divine Unity and Trust in Divine Providence, Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2001, p. 74. 

48 For a famous critique of this notion, see Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, tr. 
S. Pines, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963, vol. 1, pp. 206-209 [1138-1146]: “They 
[i.e., the Mutakallimun] are of the opinion that everything that may be imagined is an 
admissible notion for the intellect... They also say with regard to all things that are exis¬ 
tent and perceptible that supposing anything among them should be bigger than it is 
or smaller or different from what it is in shape or place - should a human individual, 
for instance, have the size of a big mountain having many summits overtopping the air, 
or should there exist an elephant having the size of a flea, or a flea having the size of an 
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and effect is to inundate existence with bizarre and patternless events on the 
grounds that if they are conceivable, they are also possible. It is also, as Ibn 
Rushd argued in his rebuttal of al-Ghazall, an invalidation of the intellect itself: 
“He who denies causes must deny the intellect [...] Denial of cause implies 
the denial of knowledge, and denial of knowledge implies that nothing in this 
world can really be known.” 49 This, however, is just the sort of wildly “unknow¬ 
able” world that al-Ghazall had already presented in his Tahdfut al-falasifa : 

If someone leaves a book in the house, let him allow as possible its change 
on his returning home into a beardless slave boy - intelligent, busy with 
his tasks - or into an animal; or if he leaves a boy in the house, let him 
allow the possibility of his changing into a dog; or if he leaves ashes, the 
possibility of its change into musk; and let him allow the possibility of 
stone changing into gold and gold into stone. If asked about any of this, 
he ought to say: ‘I don’t know what’s in the house at the moment. All 
I know is that I left a book in the house but maybe now it’s a horse which 
has fouled my library with its piss and dung, and I’ve left ajar of water in 
the house too, but it may have turned into an apple tree by now. God is 
capable of everything; it isn’t necessary for a horse to be created from 
sperm or a tree from a seed. In fact, it isn’t necessary for either of them to 
be created from anything. Maybe God has created things that didn’t exist 
before.’ Moreover, if such a person looks at somebody he has just seen 
and is asked whether such a person is a creature that was born, let him 
hesitate and say that it’s not impossible that some fruit in the market¬ 
place has turned into a human. For God has power over every possible 
thing, and this thing is possible. 50 

This is funny, and deliberately so; it has a Marx Brothers zaniness. It is a witty 
caricature of the Ash'arite position, put in the mouth of a critic of that school. 
In one sense, of course, it is simply the sort of reductio ad absurdum of the 
Ash'arite position which a proponent of causality might make, though bois¬ 
terously exaggerated for effect; but in another sense, it is a mockery of such 


elephant - all such differences would be admissible from the point of view of the intel¬ 
lect” (p. 206). 

49 Ibn Rushd, Tahafut al-Tahafut, tr. S. Van den Bergh, London: Gibb Memorial Trust, 1954, 
vol. 1, p. 319. 

50 Tahafut al-falasifa, ed./tr. M. Marmura as The Incoherence of the Philosophers, Provo: 
Brigham Young University Press, 1997, pp. 173-74 (modified). For a longer discussion of 
this passage, see my Ghazali, Oxford: One World, 2008, pp. 76-86. 
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critics, since we all know that the world does not proceed in this topsy-turvy 
fashion. For all practical purposes, God’s ‘custom’ is as dependable as cause 
and effect. But it seems to me too that in a sly way, al-Ghazali’s pre-emptive 
parody of his own supposed position is also meant to demonstrate that neither 
position can be proved by reason alone. Though al-Ghazali was no proponent 
of “the equipollence of proofs” ( takaju 3 al-adilla ), 51 his argument here appears 
to lead to such a suspended conclusion. Reason cannot establish to a certainty 
that what appears to be secondary cause and effect is not simply the working 
of God’s “habit,” but neither can reason prove that the world operates in accord 
with divine habit. Rather, something beyond reason, some meta-reason, is 
required to discern the true nature of creation. The passage parodies the pre¬ 
sumptions of human reason taken to the extreme and humour is the vehicle of 
that parody. Al-Ghazali uses the surprise of humour, the shock of a joke, both 
to satirize reason and to startle it awake. 


Conclusion 

Al-Ghazali’s use of humour in its various guises is but one facet of the pro¬ 
found humanity of his work, and of the Ihyd 1 in particular. The Iky a 1 begins 
with the Book of Knowledge and progresses through all aspects of human life 
from daily ritual obligations, through ethics and manners, destroying vices and 
saving virtues, to the deathbed itself; it is no exaggeration to say of it that “all 
human life is here.” For al-Ghazali no detail of human life is too slight or too 
negligible to be drawn into a forceful analogy. He was a keen observer of the 
human scene. Whether he speaks of chess - of which he remarks wryly that 
those who love the game “never shut up about it” - or of polo or of the dealings 
of the marketplace or of the delights of sexual pleasure - a pleasure, he tells 
us, which prefigures those of paradise - he is alert to the humdrum complexi¬ 
ties of human life. His tenderness in speaking of children, whose interests and 
games he often mentions, is one of the most moving aspects of this humanity. 
Out of many examples, let me mention just one. In speaking of the “signs of 
love,” he uses this example: 

When a boy has set his heart on something, he will not let go of it; if it is 

taken from him, he weeps and screams until it is given back to him. When 


51 On this theological position, ultimately a legacy of the Stoic iow0EVEia xtov Xoytov, see 
J. van Ess, Die Erkenntnislehre des ’Adudaddln al-Ici, Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1966, 
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he goes to sleep he takes it with him inside his clothes. When he wakes, 
he returns to it and holds it tight. Whenever he has to part with it, he 
cries; whenever he finds it again, he laughs. Whoever fights him over it he 
hates; whoever gives it to him he loves. 52 

No one who has lived with a small child and his favourite toy can doubt that 
this passage is based on personal observation. It is a tender, a genial, obser¬ 
vation, employed for a higher purpose but nonetheless, profoundly human. 
Such instances of affectionate regard, of humour in its broadest and most ami¬ 
able aspect, are strewn throughout the Ihya\ They represent one of the many 
and varied tones which al-Ghazall employs and which make his prose so often 
memorable. 

His sense of humour exemplifies that gaiety, that geniality, that inbisat, so 
fundamental to certain Sufis; and, of course, such purposeful humour will 
become more conspicuous in later times, especially in the verse-tales of ‘Attar 
and Rum! where humour frequently plays a central role. But the humour 
which al-Ghazall deploys has deeper roots as well as a profounder purpose. For 
laughter - truthful laughter, as it were - presages the ultimate joy of paradise. 
His older contemporary Nasir-i Khusraw, another Khorasanian, explained 
the link between laughter and joy in his final work, the JdmV al-hikmatayn, 
where he states - echoing the remark of Aristotle with which we began - that: 

Of all the animals only man, who possesses a rational soul, partakes of 
laughter. The philosopher-sages have posited one definition of man as 
‘living-laughing’ and laughing is a manifestation of happiness. This par¬ 
ticular human trait of laughter stands as proof that ultimate bliss is 
proper to the intellect. 53 

I suspect that despite their massive differences, doctrinal as well as political, 
al-Ghazall would have agreed with this statement by the IsmaTlI poet and 
philosopher. What Nasir states explicitly al-Ghazall advances implicitly. For 
al-Ghazall the human intellect is a faculty attuned to a very specific pleasure; 
as he says, “By its very nature the intellect demands knowledge; knowledge is 
its pleasure.” It is “through intellect that man apprehends knowledge of God; 


52 Ihya\ 4:352; tr. Ormsby, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment, p. 118. 

53 Jami’al-hikmatayn, ed. H. Corbin andM. Mo’in (Tehran; Paris, 1953), p. 116 (paragraph n3); 
tr. E. Ormsby, Between Reason and Revelation: Twin Wisdoms Reconciled, London: 
L B. Tauris, 2012, pp. H2-U3. 



THE COMEDY 


REASON 


137 


hence, it is the most resplendent of traits.” 54 The capacity for laughter is, like 
intellect itself - with which it is so unexpectedly allied - an ineradicable com¬ 
ponent of the human being. It is no accident that laughter simultaneously baf¬ 
fles reason and nourishes it. Laughter is a manifestation of joyousness; it too 
is a foretaste, as well as a promise, of paradise. For in the end, “joy is the very 
substance of the intellect.” 55 


54 Iky o’, 4:326; tr. Ormsby, Love, Longing, Intimacy and Contentment, p. 43. 

55 Jami' al-hikmatayn, p. 116 (paragraph 113); tr. Ormsby, Between Reason and Revelation, 



CHAPTER 7 


Al-Ghazali on the Emotions 

TaneLi Kukkonen 


The centrality of moral psychology to al-GhazalT’s overall project cannot be 
disputed. Al-Ghazali produces a lengthy account of the virtues and their 
acquisition already in the early Scale of Action (Mizan al-'amal) while in the 
Revival of the Religious Sciences (. Ihya 3 'ulum ad-din), mapped out in full if not 
yet released in 490/1097, the need for spiritual purification and self-mortifica¬ 
tion acquires a fresh urgency and in effect becomes the leading theme for the 
public side of al-Ghazali’s authorship. In the works deriving from the Revival 
(the Book of the Forty and the Chemistry of Happiness ) * 1 the materials from that 
book’s second half are revisited and amplified, and al-Ghazali’s later books and 
treatises circle back to the same themes. Though its significance should not 
be exaggerated, of some interest is al-Ghazall’s appeal to Muhammad’s saying 
that the struggle against our own base inclinations is the greater jihad . 2 

For all this, the psychological underpinnings of al-Ghazall’s ethics have only 
received scant attention. Mohamed Sherif’s 1975 monograph, Ghazali’s Theory of 
Virtue, provides the reader with many of the basic building blocks, but Sherif’s 
approach is more compilatory than analytic. 3 The same goes for the other 
treatments I know of that describe al-Ghazall’s understanding of the spiritual 
path and its underlying anthropology: these, too, veer towards the descriptive. 4 
Several studies, meanwhile, have established al-Ghazall’s indebtedness to the 


* I thank the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study for the opportunity to conduct the 
research necessary for this article, the European Research Council (project acronym ssalt, 
ID201767) for the funding that enabled its completion, and the Universities of Jyvaskyla and 
Otago for their patience while this was going on. 

1 These are the Kitab al-Arba’in and the Kimiya-yi sa’ada, respectively. 

2 See Mizan al-’amal, ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo: Dar al-ma c arif bi-Misr, 1964, x, 239; Ihya’ 
’ulum ad-dln, Cairo: Lajnat Nashr al-thaqafa al-islamiyya, 1937-1938, xxii, bayan 8,1462.19- 
1463.1. The chapter headings for the Ihya’ follow M. Afifi al-Akiti’s suggested system in “Index 
to Divisions of al-Ghazali's Often-Cited Published Works,” The Muslim World 102.1 (2012): 
70-200. 

3 M. A. Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1975. 

4 See, e.g., Nicholas L. Heer, “Moral Deliberation in al-Ghazali’s Ihya’ ’ulum al-din" in Islamic 
Philosophy and Mysticism, ed. Parviz Morewedge, Delmar: Caravan Books, 1981, 163-176; 
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writings of, for example, al-Harith al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857), Abu Talib al-Makk! 
(d. 386/996), Miskawayh (d. 421/1030) and through him Bryson and Galen, Abu 
All Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037), and al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072): but these studies, 
too, have been short on analysis, being concerned more with showing that 
al-Ghazall uses the works of others than examining what he does with them. * * 5 

Yet, it seems implausible that al-Ghazall, who - lest we forget - was an invet¬ 
erate tinkerer, would not also have adjusted and retooled the many materi¬ 
als he incorporated into his account of moral psychology. At the very least he 
will have made note both of the affinities and of the discrepancies between, 
as well as within, the various theologians’, philosophers’, and Sufis’ accounts of 
human agency and moral deliberation. He will, no doubt, also have registered 
the various overlapping and contending schemata of virtues that came associ¬ 
ated with them, and he will have felt the need to make some modicum of sense 
of this. The afterword to the Scale of Action, completed in 1095/488, aheady 
says as much. Al-Ghazall has a rhetorical reader question the way that some 
of what he has to say accords with the madhhab of the Sufis, some with that 
of the Asharites, some with what other kalami authors have to say. In other 
words, the text all but challenges al-Ghazall to show the consistency in his own 
presentation. 6 

Al-GhazalTs actual answer to this pointed question is notoriously elusive. 
All he says in the Scale of Action is that one may modify one’s style of address 
according to whether one is speaking publicly, in a private school setting, or 


Mohammad Abul Quasem, The Ethics of al-Ghazall: a Composite Ethics in Islam, Delmar: 

Caravan Books, 1978. 

5 In addition to the studies already cited see, e.g., Margaret Smith, “The Forerunner of 
al-Ghazall,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1936): 65-78; Wilferd Madelung, “Ar-Ragib 
al-Isfahanl und die Ethik al-Gazalis,” in Islamkundliche Abhandlungen. Fritz Meier zum 
sechzigsten Geburtstag, ed. Richard Gramlich, Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1974,152- 
163; Jules Janssens, “al-Ghazali's Mizan al-Amal: An Ethical Summa Based on Ibn Sina and 
al-Raghib al-Isfahanl,” in Islamic Thought in the Middle Ages: Studies in Text, Transmission 
and Translation, in Honour of Hans Daiber, eds. Anna Akasoy & Wim Raven, Leiden: Brill, 
2008,123-137; and Yasien Mohamed, “The Ethics of Education: Al-Isfaham’s Al-DharVa as a 
Source of Inspiration for al-Ghazali’s Mizan al-Amal" The Muslim World 101.4 (2on): 633- 
657. Richard Gramlich's four-part translation of Qut al-qulub, published under the title Die 
Nahrung der Herzen, Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 4 vols. 1991-1995, deserves special 
mention for how exhaustively it documents al-Ghazali’s use of al-Makki. 

6 See Mizan xxxii, 405. 
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in the recesses of one’s own heart. 7 A charitable way to interpret this claim 
(as opposed to one that would, say, charge al-Ghazall with rank dissimulation 
or incoherence) would be to say that al-Ghazall in the latter part of his career 
was eager to use any available means in calling upon his fellow Muslims to 
reform their faith, and that this very much included his writings in moral psy¬ 
chology: no harmonization was necessary, because the point was the action 
and not the theory. And all this may indeed be perfectly true. Such an explana¬ 
tion would account for why al-Ghazall’s later writings are short on polemic and 
instead make a show of demonstrating how all the relevant authorities come 
together in harmony (a harmony that has been preordained by al-Ghazall, 
of course). 8 But all this is still not to say that there would be no theoretical 
backdrop at all to al-Ghazall’s seemingly disjointed accounts of the various vir¬ 
tues and vices, or to his exhortations for people to change their ways. Indeed, 
al-Ghazah’s commitment both to a correspondence theory of truth and to 
the dependable operation of God’s sunna in the world dictate that a unitary 
account must undergird the different presentations given to our moral striving 
in various contexts, even if the exact formulation should prove elusive. 

Rather than attempting a yet greater catchment of the materials from which 
al-Ghazall was working - undoubtedly much remains to be done on that front - 
the following essay takes the modest goal of flagging up some features in 
al-Ghazall’s account of moral psychology that are of systematic interest. 9 
I focus mainly on two issues: the desiderative dynamics of the soul and its 
parts, and the role that appetite and spirit play in explaining the workings of 
our lower or animal soul. Our picture of al-Ghazah’s views needs to be recon¬ 
structed from bits and pieces, because he nowhere provides a full and com¬ 
prehensive treatment of the passions and their psychological basis. Indeed, 
there is much that al-Ghazall takes for granted, and many important features 
to which only passing reference is made (and even then in unlikely settings). 
Further research is needed in order to assess the level of al-Ghazah’s originality 
when it comes to the issues; what I think can reasonably be said at this stage 
is that al-Ghazah’s account is in some ways greater than the sum of its parts. 


7 In the Revival a similar tripartition of sciences ( 'ulum) is attributed to Sahl at-Tustari: Ihya’ u, 
fast 2, mas-ala 2,173.4-5- 

8 For an attractive portrayal of this viewpoint see Eric Ormsby, Al-Ghazali, Oxford: Oneworld, 

9 Accordingly, references, e.g., to Aristotle and to Galen, should not be taken to suggest that 
al-Ghazall would necessarily have personally read either author; it is only that the former 
raise certain theoretical issues to which the latter can be seen to respond. 



AL-GHAZALI ON THE EMOTIONS 


141 


i The Pleasure Principle 

A starting point is offered by the famous statement of God’s messenger accord¬ 
ing to which God gave each person a fitra, an innate or original human nature, 
which most commentators considered to be simple and unspoiled. 10 The best- 
known among al-Ghazall’s many references to fitra are located in contexts 
where the subject of discussion is the array of human cognitive functions; 
accordingly, what has drawn most commentators’ attention is the question of 
the acquisition of right and wrong religious belief. * 11 These are indeed concerns 
highlighted in the second half of the hadith, which draws attention to the 
fact that it is one’s parents who turn one into a Jew, a Christian, or a Magi (i.e. 
Zoroastrian). This side of the hadith’s interpretation has ably been handled by 
Richard M. Frank, Frank Griffel, and others, and there is no reason to return to 
it here. 12 

We might expect an emphasis on the soundness of our fitra to spill over 
into the realm of our evaluative judgements as well. This is indeed what we 
find in al-Ghazall: wherever there is a variant on the Prophetic tradition in 
al-Ghazall’s later hortatory writings, and whenever he simply refers to fitra 
without explicitly referring to the hadith, it is invariably with the aim of reas¬ 
suring the reader that human nature as it was originally created is perfectly 
made and fitted for the happiness that God has intended for it. In no uncertain 
terms al-Ghazall states that our heart’s desire is, by the heart’s very nature, to 
rush to meet the Lord and to delight in His presence. Accordingly, to set one’s 


10 For the concept of fitra, which is notoriously hard to translate with a single word, see 
Duncan B. Macdonald, sv. ‘Fitra’ in ei 2 \ Camilla Adang, “Islam as the Inborn Religion of 
Mankind: The Concept of Fitrah in the Works of Ibn Hazm”, Al-Qantara 21 (2000): 391-410. 

11 Most famous is the reference to fitra in the introduction to the Deliverer from Error: 
Al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, ed. J. Saliba & K. Ayyad, Beirut: Commission libanaise pour 
la traduction des chefs-d’oeuvre, 2nd ed. 1969,10.21-11.6; see also, e.g., Ihya’xxi, bayan 6, 
1369.9ft 

12 See Richard M. Frank, “Al-Ghazall on Taqlid. Scholars, theologians, and philosophers,” 
ZeitschriftJur Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaften 7 (1991-1992): 207-252; 
Frank Griffel, “Al-Ghazali's Use of ‘Original Human Disposition' (Fitra) and its Background 
in the Teachings of al-Farabl and Avicenna,” The Muslim World 102.1 (2on): 1-32; also Taneli 
Kukkonen, “Al-Ghazali’s Skepticism Revisited,” in Rethinking the History of Skepticism, ed. 
Henrik Lagerlund, Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2010, 29-59; Taneli Kukkonen, “Receptive to Reality: 
Al-Ghazall on the Structure of the Soul,” The Muslim World 102.3-4 (2012): 541-561. 
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sights on anything other than God is always a deviation from the heart’s true 
purpose and from our original nature. 13 

Operative here is what I call ‘the pleasure principle,’ that is, the generic 
notion that the exercise of our capacities is not only pleasurable in itself, but 
rightfully so. The pleasure that accompanies any act of cognition is due to a 
natural conformity between the perceptible object and the perceiving sub¬ 
ject, a conformity that had long been recognized by both the Platonic and the 
Aristotelian traditions. 14 In Peripatetic terms this is to say that each modality 
of perception finds its natural satisfaction and fulfilment in realizing its affin¬ 
ity with its object - in taking on the form without the matter, as the process is 
famously described in Aristotle’s account of sense-perception. 15 This process 
carries with it an affective component, which is why the cognizing subject will 
experience pleasure in accordance with how powerful the perception is. What 
remains to be said is that the pleasures of knowledge far surpass those of sen¬ 
sation and other embodied forms of cognition, either because of the exalted 
nature of reason’s objects or by virtue of the inherent dignity of the reason¬ 
ing power itself. This, too, is found already in Aristotle. Yet it is in later Greek 
Platonism that the theme really assumes central stage and where it is explicitly 
linked with a soteriology that connects the human being’s final destiny with 
the soul’s ontological grounding in the divine realm. 16 

Al-Ghazall, whose philosophical readings on the subject are found prin¬ 
cipally in Ibn Slna and in the Letters of the Brethren of Purity (Rasa’il Ikhwan 
as-Safa 1 ), confirms all of the elements of this picture several times over in 


13 See, e.g., thy a’ xxii, bayan 4, 1451.14-22; lhya’ xxxn, shatr 2, rukn 1, baycin 2, asl 2, 
2215.15-18; lhya’ xxxvi, bayan 5, 2611.3-6; Mizan m, 195-196; ibid., xxii, 308-310; 
Al-Maqsad al-asnafisharh ma'aniasma’Allah al-husna, ed. F. Shehadi, Beirut: Imprimerie 
Catholique, 2nd ed. 1982,44. 

14 Plato (?), Seventh Letter, 344a; Aristotle, citing Empedocles, De an. 1.2,404610-15. 

15 Dean. 2.12. 

16 To connect the dots in Aristotle see Met. 1.1.980821-628; De an. 2.12-3.3; E> e an. 3.8; for 
the superiority of theoretical reasoning Met. 1.2.982625-983311 and more obliquely 
Met. 12.9; NK 10.7-8. It is worth noting how among al-Ghazali's proximate or remote 
sources, Galen presents a somewhat different analysis: consonant with an instrumen¬ 
tal view of the operation of the motive faculties (appetite and spirit perform needed 
functions within our mortal life, but that is all), Galen contends that any experience of 
pleasure that attaches to the use of our faculties does so only incidentally, as an added 
motivational factor to ensure that these are exercised sufficiently often. See the Arabic 
compendium ( mukhtasar) of Peri ethon edited by P. Kraus, “Kitab al-Akhlaq li-Jalmus,” 
Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts of the University of Egypt 5.1 (1937): 1-51, at 34 (hereafter 
“Galen, Akhldq"). 
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the Revival, most prominently in the Book of Love, Longing, Intimacy, and 
Contentment. The perceiving subject naturally inclines towards those per¬ 
ceptible objects that conform to the perceiver’s own nature ( yuwafiq tab’ 
al-mudrik), since the latter bring the perceiver pleasure. Indeed, the very word 
“love is an expression for a given nature’s inclination towards something that is 
pleasurable” ( al-hubb ‘ibara ’an mayl at-tab’ ila sh-shay’ al-muladhdh), 17 which 
again is equivalent to the soul’s inclination towards that which somehow 
conforms to it. 18 Put another way, every pleasant thing is loved (kull ladhldh 
mahbub ), and this precisely because of the pleasure it brings. 19 Because plea¬ 
sures follow upon perceptions and because each of our natural faculties has 
been created for the sake of our necessary interfacing with the world as it is, 
none of the soul’s faculties, whether of the cognitive or the motive variety, are 
devoid of pleasure or pain. 20 And because we are endowed with the power of 
intellection, our love can extend even to the divine realm and to divine things, 
which by their own nature transcend the sensual and the bodily. 21 The exalted 
nature of such objects means that choosing any lesser form of good amounts 
to a betrayal of our heart’s true calling 22 

This, however, leaves us with a bit of a puzzle, since plainly people do desire 
things other than God and His dominion. In a world governed by a benevolent 
and almighty divinity, what could ever have resulted in such a perversion of 
our natural disposition towards the perfection specific to us as human beings? 
The full answer to this question cannot be provided within the confines of 
a single essay (I sketch out one possible explanation elsewhere); 23 here, it is 
enough to point out how al-Ghazall regards it as axiomatic that God cannot be 
perceived directly in this life, and that even indirect glimpses of divine reality 
can only be won either (a) by virtue of an exceptional prophetic endowment; 
or else (b) through great spiritual perseverance. For this reason alone, most 
people will never achieve an acquaintance with the pleasures that accompany 
the contemplation of the divine: because “a human being only loves that with 


17 See Ihya’xxxvi, bayan 2,2584.9-14. 

18 Ibid., bay an 10,2636.13,2637.10. 

19 Ibid., bayan 2,2588.3. 

20 Ibid., bayan 4,2602.21-2603.4. 

21 Ibid., bayan 2,2585.10-14. 

22 See also Mlzan ill, 195-196; Mlzan xxii, 308 straightforwardly characterizes an attach¬ 
ment to worldly pleasures as a sickness. 

23 See T. Kukkonen, “Al-Ghazali on Error,” in Islam and Rationality: The Impact of al-Ghazall, 
Vol. 11, ed. Frank Griffel, Leiden: Brill, forthcoming. 
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which he is acquainted”; 24 or, to take the opposing side, because since “what 
is not perceived through personal tasting ( dhccwq ) cannot be greatly desired,” 25 
it is not unlikely that people should go astray in their yearnings. Those whose 
perceptions do not surpass the sensory and the imaginary domains will not 
only be unable to feel the kind of love towards God that would draw them 
closer to Him; they may even be inclined to deny the existence of this kind of 
desire, as well as the existence of its object. 26 In sum, for al-Ghazall whosoever 
is found lacking in the love of God has never really made acquaintance with 
Him, and such a person’s “understanding is limited to his appetites and to his 
sensations.” 27 

What one should notice is that al-Ghazall is explicit in assigning different 
pleasures to different natures, even if these converge upon the existence of one 
and the same living being. Our different faculties respond to different features 
of the outside world and accordingly find their satisfaction in different facets 
of our existence. Thus the eyesight’s pleasure lies in seeing attractive forms, 
the ear’s in hearing measured melodies, the sense of touch’s in the soft and 
the smooth, etc. 28 This accords with al-Ghazali’s overall ontological pluralism, 
but it also provides him with the tools to account for the way that appetite and 
spirit - as per Plato, the motive aspects of human existence associated with 
natural and animal life - can act at odds in regards to our God-given power 
of reasoning, as well as with one another. 29 To act on a certain impulse is to 
identify with the part or power of the soul that produced it, and although only 
one of these acts of identification is the correct one (that which recognizes the 
rational part as representing our true self), all of them are possible. 30 

To sum up, al-Ghazall posits that our innate nature ( fitra) is inherently 
unstable, being equally amenable to suggestions low and high due to its teth- 


24 “Layuhibbu l-insan ilia maya'rifuku": ihya' xxxvi, bayan 2, 2584.7-8; similarly, e.g., Ihya’ 
xxxiii, shape 2, bayan 4,2348.7; ibid., shap 2, bayan 7, q. 3, sabab 2,2376.15. 

25 Ihya’xxin, qawlftshahwatal-farj, 1525.10. 

26 Cf. Ihya’xxxvi, bayan 2,2585.5-14. 

2 7 Ibid., bayan 3,2593.4-6. 

28 Ibid., bayan 2,2584.19-22. 

29 For the Platonic and Aristotelian background in general see Hendrik Lorenz, The Brute 
Within: Appetitive Desire in Plato and Aristotle, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006. 

30 See here the Prolegomena to al-Ghazali’s Alchemy of Happiness, where al-Ghazall bears 
on his reader to acknowledge that if eating, sleeping, and sexual intercourse are where 
one’s pleasure is found, then a beast is what one is, etc. Galen ( Akhlaq, 38-39) expresses 
this differently; each of the soul's parts has its own ‘appetite’ and the relative strengths of 
these appetites account for the different directions in which a personality will develop. 
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ering in this world and the next. 31 The formulation made famous by al-Ghazall, 
though found already in the Arabic compendium of Galen’s treatise On mor¬ 
als, is that we can rise to the level of angels or sink to the level of beasts. 32 The 
former, which is our true calling, happens with the flourishing of our ratio¬ 
nal and contemplative side, while the latter fate will befall us if we give in to 
our animal instincts. 33 But what might account for the fact that some people 
incline one way while the rest go in the direction of the other? 


2 Nature and Nurture 

Al-Ghazall in fact allows for considerable variation when it comes to the 
strength of people’s natural dispositions (gharlza) at birth. This is most obvi¬ 
ously true for cognitive ability: a select few are born with an intellect that is 
blazing in its insight from the first moment of its appearance, while some are 
correspondingly dim-witted, and the great majority of people fall somewhere 
in between. 34 But al-Ghazall is similarly willing to countenance a broad level 
of variation when it comes to our moral makeup. Some people enjoy innate 
perfection ( kamalfitri), meaning that they are created faithful, generous, and 
brave; while in others the opposing qualities - namely, infidelity, stinginess, 
and cowardice - are already entrenched from the beginning. 35 This teaching, 
too, goes back to Galen, who argued against the Stoics in favour of an inherent 
variation in humanity’s moral qualities. 36 


31 See, e.g., Mizan xv, 258-259; Iky a’ xxi, bayan 11,1392.16-17; cf. also Iliya’ xxii, bayan 2, 
1441.12, where the example is that of our ability to give equally as well as to withhold. 

32 For Galen see Akhlaq, 40: the reference to angels, or mala’ika, can scarcely have derived 
from Galen's original Greek, having its origin instead in the redactive/translation pro¬ 
cess. The metaphor is so prevalent in al-Ghazall that any listing of its instances will 
end up woefully incomplete: for just those sources cited in this study see, e.g., Ihya’vi, 
fasl 2,431.15-22 and Ihya’xxi, bayan 4,1360.8-17; Mizan v, 209-210 and xix, 286-287; and 
Maqsad, 44-46. 

33 In fact, those who do not reach out to the higher world are worse than beasts, since 
the latter at least have not dishonoured their higher calling: Mishkat, 11.6-9; xxxi, 
rukn 2, bayan 2, rutba 2,2124.1-10; Ihya’xxxu, shafri, bayan 5,2189.15-19. 

34 lhya’ 1, bab 7,150.8-151.20; Ihya’xxi, bayan 9,1383.1-19; Mizan vi, 219. 

35 Mizan vi, 219, xiv, 257, and xv, 258-259; compare, also, Ihya’xxn, bayan 4,1449.5-10 and 
lhya’ 11, fasl 2,163.8-10, which seem to encompass both cognitive and moral fitra. 

36 See Akhlaq, 29-30; Richard Walzer, Greek into Arabic, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1962,158-161. 
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What this means for the prophetic program of moral improvement is that 
different people will find its implementation hard or easy, each according 
to their abilities. This may not seem entirely fair to us, but al-Ghazall would 
hardly flinch, seeing as he is willing to accept without hesitation the yet more 
pointed conclusion that all of our supposed moral striving is attributable to 
God in the first place via His angels, just as the road to perdition on the part 
of the sinner is attributable to God through the mediation of the devil (see 
below). What matters to al-Ghazall in the present context is merely that moral 
improvement be possible in the first place. This must surely be the case: God 
has instructed us to reform our character, and he would not command us to 
do what is impossible. 37 Children are especially susceptible to becoming good 
and evil. 38 In a rather lovely phrase, al-Ghazall likens the child’s heart to a pre¬ 
cious, uncut jewel devoid of any shape or form 39 

Al-Ghazall is furthermore keen to underline how a person’s psychological 
makeup is shaped by her or his entire fife’s experience. Above all this is a mat¬ 
ter of habituation. Whatever we have been taught to appreciate and have had 
the chance to sample on multiple occasions is what we ultimately come to 
enjoy the most. The more graphic examples adduced by al-Ghazall have to 
do with the disgusting habits criminals and miscreants may learn to regard as 
pleasurable: the gambler will love the roll of the dice even when it brings ruin; 
the criminal will boast of his steadfastness on the cross or under the whip; the 
effeminate man will take pleasure in plucking out his hair and delight in 
the company of similar people, and so forth. 40 But people may also develop 
a genuine passion for relatively innocuous or frivolous pastimes such as bird¬ 
watching, lute-playing, backgammon, and chess; 41 also - and this is of par¬ 
ticular importance to al-Ghazall - there is no reason why prayer and a life of 
devotion should not become second nature to a person as well, given practice. 

There is a communal aspect to these activities and evaluative judgements 
that bears noting. We are, as a rule, introduced to specific activities and taught 
to appreciate them by others, and certainly we always find reassurance in 
the reinforcement provided by like-minded people. More generally, what all 
these strange passions confirm is that good as well as bad character traits are 


37 Ihya’xxu, bayan 3,1444.14-1448.21; Mlzan xxn, 247; cf., however, Ihya’ u,fasl 3, rukn 3, 
asl 5,195.14-18, where al-Ghazall claims in good Ash'arite fashion that God can impose 
impossible obligations on His servants. 

38 Ihya’xxn, bayan 10,1477.23-1478.3. 

Ibid., 1474.2-7. 

Ibid., bayan 4,1450.17-1451.14. 

Ihya’xxn 1, qawlfish.ah.watal-fa.rj, 1527.11-14. 
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resilient, yes - they are sticky, one might say - but they are neither innate nor 
impervious to change. All character-based proclivities are essentially sub- 
rational responses to our environment: they are conditioned reactions to 
things and experiences that we either embrace or shun. Al-Ghazali’s definition 
of character ( khulq ), derived from Galen by way of Miskawayh, is accordingly 
that it denotes “a fixed psychological state ( hay’a ), one from which actions flow 
with ease and without any need for cogitation or consideration” (ghayrhaja ila 
fikr wa-rawiyya ) 42 

This leads, naturally enough, to a fundamental distrust of the passions. If 
“everything that is beloved is also worshipped, and the servant is bound by that 
which he serves,” 43 then allowing ourselves to desire something other than 
God is tantamount to remaining beholden to some aspect of this world. This 
itself is tantamount to a corresponding inability to set God above everything 
else. This part of al-Ghazall’s ethics, at least, stands firmly in the Sufi tradition, 
as demonstrated by his ample use of Islamic spiritual literature to illustrate the 
point. But al-Ghazah’s analysis of how the functionality of the passions figures 
into this is of some interest: 

Falling outside the pale of monotheism are those who follow their pas¬ 
sion ( hawa ), for anyone who follows his passion makes this into that 
which he worships. God said, “Have you seen the one who divinized his 
passion” (45:23) and the Messenger of God likewise said, “Of the earthly 
things worshipped as god, the thing most hated by God is passion”. In 
point of fact, upon consideration one comes to understand that the idol- 
worshipper does not worship the idol, instead, he worships his passion, 
since his soul inclines (ma’ila) towards the religion of his fathers and he 
follows this inclination, and the soul’s inclination towards familiar things 
is one of the meanings that the expression ‘passion’ denotes. 44 

The notion that the pagan worships his passion helps to explain an otherwise 
inexplicable phenomenon. What does the idolater get out of worshipping an 
otherwise inert and unresponsive statue? There are, after all, as al-Ghazall 


42 thya’xxu, bayan 2,1440.21-22. As documented by several scholars, Miskawayh has exactly 
the terminology al-Ghazali does: see Tahdhlb al-akhlaq, ed. Constantine K. Zurayk, Beirut: 
American University of Beirut, 1967, 31. Galen’s phrasing in the Arabic compendium, by 
comparison, is “without forethought or choice” {bi-la rawiyya wa-la ikhtiydr)-. Galen, 
Akhlaq, 25. 

43 lhyS xxxvi, bayan 6,2617.7-8. 

44 Ihya’ 1, bab 3, bayan 2, lafz 4,57.1-5; cf. Mizan xi, 240. 
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says elsewhere, no realities attached to the names that the idol-worshippers 
use for their gods, in fact, there is nothing at all there for anybody to worship. 
These are signifiers without the signified, so to say, which would make of their 
adoration the ultimate exercise in futility. 45 Nevertheless, al-Ghazali’s model 
allows for an explanation of sorts. Those who worship false gods have grown 
accustomed to channelling their desires in a particular direction through the 
example of others, and in the fullness of time they have learned to take plea¬ 
sure in the act of offering itself - that is, in the passionate attachment to a 
particular set of practices and, one presumes, to the pleasures attached to their 
social dimensions. Again the social aspect of habituation is subtly underlined, 
with the implication that it is up to the community and the individual teacher 
to foster healthy habits and inclinations in those who are as of yet susceptible 
to instruction. This had better be accomplished early, lest bad habits set in and 
the task of improvement becomes impossible or nearly so. 46 


3 The Appetite and the Spirit 

Up to this point, our account has proceeded on a rather generic level: qalb, or 
the heart, as the principle that naturally desires to meet its Lord, and hawa, or 
passion, as its opposite. Thus far al-Ghazali could well claim that he is merely 
following in the footsteps of many Sufi masters. When it comes to the more 
detailed technical analysis of the soul’s motions and its innate and acquired 
characteristics, however, it soon becomes evident (as has been documented 
by many scholars) that al-Ghazali draws on the toolkit of the falasifa. This is 
signalled straight away by his equation of the Sufis’ lower self with the com¬ 
bined forces of appetite ( shahwa) and spirit ( ghadab ), the two being the seat 
of all the blameworthy attributes ( as-sifat al-madhmuma ). 47 Rather than Ibn 
Sina, al-Ghazall’s primary source appears to have been Miskawayh, mediated 
through ar-Raghib al-Isfahanl. It is in Miskawayh’s version that al-Ghazali 
relates the late ancient synthesis of Platonic, Aristotelian, and Stoic virtue 
theory: the four cardinal virtues, with a number of subordinate virtues listed 
under each, with each one analysed as the mean between two extremes. While 


45 Maqsad, 32-33; see Taneli Kukkonen, “Al-Ghazali on the Signification of Names,” Vivarium 
48.1-2 (2010): 55-74, at 71-72. 

46 The fourfold division of souls according to how susceptible they are to moral improve¬ 
ment is another favourite theme of al-Ghazalfs: see, e.g., Iky a’ xxii, bayan 3,1446.3-21 
and Mizan xil, 249-250. 

47 Ihyd’xxi, bayan 1, lajz 3,1351.6-9. 



AL-GHAZALI ON THE EMOTIONS 


149 


an exposition of the virtues and their relation to the specifically religious 
virtues (called by al-Ghazali the praiseworthy or salvific character traits) could 
easily fill the rest of this article, or indeed an entire volume, the groundwork 
in this respect has been done by scholars such as Sherif, Quasem, Mohamed, 
and others . 48 1 therefore turn my attention instead to how al-Ghazali conceives 
of the parts of the soul and their characteristic activities as the psychological 
basis both for virtue and for vice. 

Crucial here is how appetite and spirit are positioned relative to one another 
and how they develop as parts of the human psyche. 49 To take first things first, 
the deep-rooted nature of our primal appetites stems simply from the fact that 
their seat - the concupiscible faculty - has been instilled in us at birth. 50 This 
makes the appetitive part the hardest of all to subjugate, and altogether impos¬ 
sible to eradicate within the confines of our embodied existence. It is, more¬ 
over, by virtue of the reason that the appetitive faculty is perfected before the 
intellect that it becomes so easy for the appetites to hold sway over the soul. 51 
This dominion may extend to the eventual rationalization of our irrational 
desires. Any sane person, after all, however warped his or her perceptions may 
be, will always desire to attain some apparent good: 52 and since one of Satan’s 
tricks is to dress up evil in the guise of a good, 53 it is eminently easy for us to 
fall into the trap of seeking out excuses for our appetites. We may come to 
rationalize our desire for a particular person, for instance, making believe that 
only he or she can ever satisfy the emptiness in our hearts. This both (1) makes 
a mockery of the true love which we should feel exclusively for God and at the 
same time (2) represents a perversion of the natural order, where the appetites 
should obey the intellect and not the other way around - none of which, of 
course, matters one whit to the person in the thrall of lust. 54 


48 See the references in nn. 3-5. 

49 The relative rankings of thymos and epithumia vary in late antique thought: see Kevin 
Corrigan, “The Organization of the Soul: Some Overlooked Aspects of Interpretation from 
Plato to Late Antiquity,” in Reading Ancient Texts. Volume 11: Aristotle and Neoplatonism: 
Essays in Honour of Denis O’Brien, eds. Suzanne Stern-Gillet & Kevin Corrigan, Leiden: 
E. J. Brill, 2007, 99-113. 

50 Ihya‘ XXII, bayan 3,1445.21-1446.2; Mizan xn, 248-249. 

51 Ihya’xxx 1, rukn 1, bayan 4,2090.5-2091.1. 

52 Conversely, an inability to decide on a goal is one of the distinguishing hallmarks of insan¬ 
ity: see Mizan xvii, 275-276. 

Ihya’xx 1, bayan 11,1396.12-13. 

Ihya‘ xxiii, qawl ft shahwat alfarj, 1527.5-10; cf. Mizan xi, 246; Ihya‘ xxi, bayan 5, 
1363.18-1364.5. 


53 

54 
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Al-Ghazall sometimes calls the appetites by the name of beastly attributes 
(as-sijcit al-bahlmiyyd). These are foregrounded at birth, while the predatory 
(. sab'iyya) attributes assume precedence later: this change coincides with the 
first dawning of our ability to discriminate ( tamylz). 55 Indeed, one indication 
of the connection between the spirited part of the soul and the power of rea¬ 
soning is that they develop together - for instance, shame can only occur with 
the dawning of the intellect. 56 Al-Ghazall also contends that giving preponder¬ 
ance to the demands of the spirit over those of mere appetite already bespeaks 
a certain refinement of the soul. 57 

In al-Ghazali’s many metaphors regarding the three parts of the soul and 
their interaction, reference is made repeatedly to the role of the spirit in bring¬ 
ing appetence to heel. In one simile the spirit becomes the hunter’s dog, while 
the appetite is the beast on which he rides; in another, the appetite is merely 
a pig. 58 This confirms that al-Ghazall, similar to ar-Raghib al-Isfahani, regards 
the spirit as inherently more amenable to the suggestions of the intellect than 
appetite could be. 59 Then again, anger is also the ghoul of reason (,ghuL al-’aql), 
meaning that it can twist the intellect to its own purposes in even more fiend¬ 
ish ways than the appetite can. 60 Thus, for instance, the love of status (jah) 
is the most entrenched of the soul’s attachments to this world, making it all 
too easy for Satan to manipulate honour-seeking individuals into erroneously 
equating their worldly prominence with their everlasting good. 61 

The power of habituation lies in the psychophysical connection between 
the various faculties of the animal soul, the organs with which they are associ¬ 
ated, and the actions that issue from them. Al-Ghazall talks up this connection 
as a mystery and a divine secret, 62 but it must be said that in al-Ghazall’s own 
view there is nothing especially mysterious about the process, given how he 


55 Ihya’xxxi, rukn 2, bayan 1,2101.19-2102.4. 

56 Mizan xx, 288; Ihya’xxu, bayan 10,1474.16. 

57 This is the case even if the enjoyment of the presence of the Lord naturally supersedes 
both, or should do so: see Ihya’xxxvi, bayan 4,2605.8-18; ibid., 2609.11-23. 

58 See Iftya’XK 1, bayan 3,13:57.4-10; ibid., bayan 5,1362.1711. 

59 On this see Yasien Mohamed, “The Metaphor of the Dog in Arabic Literature,” Tydskrif 
vir Letterkunde 45.1 (2008): 75-86. The similes appear to derive from Middle Platonic 
sources, as the Arabic summary of Galen’s Peri ethon, al-Kindi’s Treatise on the soul, and 
Miskawayh's Reformation of Morals all present variants of the same tradition: for al-Kindi 
in particular see Qawl ft n-najs, in Rasa’il al-Kindl, ed. M. Abu Rida, Cairo: Dar al-fikr 
al-‘arabi, 2 vols. 1950-1953.1:273-274. 

60 Iliya’xxi, bayan 12,1400.12; Mishkat, 42.10. 

61 Ihya’xxxu, shatri, bayan 7,2205.15-22. 

62 Mizan xin, 251-252; Ihya’ n, fast 4, mas’ala 2, itlaq 1, 212.3-4; Ihya’ xxn, bayan 4, 


1451.23-1452.3- 
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himself describes anger, for example, as the excitation of the blood around 
the heart much in the same way Aristotle had. 63 Moreover, al-Ghazall him¬ 
self explicitly points to how the imprints left by the objects of appetite are 
retained by the inner senses and thus leave their mark also on the heart, which 
again provides a fully naturalistic explanation of the manner in which both 
animal and human souls become accustomed to responding in a certain way 
to repeated stimuli. 64 This implies an intimate relation between a raw sensa¬ 
tion (whether sense-perception or the evaluative sort, as in the appetites and 
the spirit being stimulated) and the representation of it as something pleasant 
or unpleasant. And all of this matches Avicenna’s presentation of animal and 
human psychology. 65 Many of the specific examples al-Ghazall uses in his dis¬ 
cussion of habituation, meanwhile, go back to al-Kindl’s treatise On the Means 
of Dispelling Sorrows . 66 

An important part of al-Ghazall’s understanding of character-building 
is his affirmation with Aristotle that this cannot be done through reasoning 
and argument alone, but must instead be instilled through practice. Echoes 
of the Nicomachean Ethics can be heard, e.g., in the way al-Ghazall describes 
the moral education of youngsters. The young can be brought to pray, but this 
will be by way of simple praise and punishment and through showing a good 
example, rather than through any serious understanding of everlasting life. 
Good character traits are thus inculcated and their desirability established 
long before their theoretical basis can be grasped, since the discerning faculty 
( tamyiz ), which is the highest one possessed by children, does not yet reach 
beyond that which is immediately at hand. 67 


4 Moderation and Apathy 

Al-Ghazall maintains that both appetite and spirit have been created for a rea¬ 
son: they have a positive function in our daily lives insofar as they ensure that 


63 Ihya’xxv, qawl 1, bayan 2, i647.i5ff. 

64 Ihya’ xxi, bayan 11,1390.19-1391.4. 

65 For Avicenna see Simo Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004,218-226. 

66 Helmut Ritter & Richard Walzer, “Uno scritto morale inedito di al-Kindi,” Memorie Della 
Reale, Accademia Nazionale Dei Lincei, Classe Di Scienze Morali, Storiche e Filologiche 
(6th series) 8 (1938): 5-63, at 33-34. 

67 Ihya’xxxu, shap 1, bayan 2, 2185.1-12; cf. Ihya’xxxiu, shatr 2, bayan 6, 2358.21-2359.20; 
for Aristotle on this very important point see Myles F. Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to 
be Good,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics, ed. Amelie Oksenberg Rorty, Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1980,69-92. 
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we have adequate nutrition, that we procreate, and that we act in defence of 
our essential interests, etc . 68 This already means that the extirpation of our 
passions can never be the goal: rather, as the Messenger of God had indicated, 
“the best of affairs is the middle course .” 69 In addition, one may consider how 
impossible it would be to root out the passions altogether. Even attempting 
such a feat is liable to result only in despondency and melancholy . 70 

In the Revival al-Ghazali furthermore lets his readers in on a secret. The rea¬ 
son teachers urge their charges to cut off all worldly ties and eliminate the 
passions is that this is the best way to ensure even a modicum of success. With 
greed, lust, anger, and pride being such primal forces, it would be foolish to 
signal to the average aspirant that a moderation of these passions would be 
enough. Such an easy-going attitude would only lead to moral laxity, and so the 
responsible spiritual guide will rather recommend great rigour and austerity. 
Nonetheless, it is the virtuous mean that is the real aim of the instructor . 71 

All this has led commentators to maintain that al-Ghazali sticks to an 
Aristotelian program of metriopatheia, or the moderation of the passions, 
as opposed to the Platonic or Stoic ideal of apatheia, i.e. the belief that one 
should rid oneself of the passions entirely . 72 However, there is a twist peculiar 
to al-Ghazall’s presentation of the metriopatheic ideal that I have not encoun¬ 
tered anywhere else. Consider the following argument for staying the middle 
course between excess and defect: 

An eagerness to spend money directs the heart [and its attentions] 
towards spending, just as an eagerness to withhold it turns the heart 
towards withholding: the perfection of the heart lies in being healed of 
both urges. Since such a thing is not [attainable] in this life, what ought 
to be sought is what most closely resembles a lack of such characteristics 
and what is most remote from both extremes, i.e. the mean. Lukewarm 
water is neither hot nor cold but in between the two and, as it were, 
free of the characteristics of both: generosity lies similarly between 


68 See Ihya’ xxi, bayan 2,1353.18-1354.10; Ihya’ xxn, bayan 3,1446.24-1447.10; Ihya’ xxm, 
qawlfi shahwat al-farj, 1525.7-11; Iky a’ xxv, qawl 1, bayan 2,1646.20-1647.19; Ihya’ xxxvi, 
bayan 4,2602.22-2603.4. 

69 Ihya’ xxn, bayan 3,1448.6-7; Ihya’ xxm, bayan 4,1518.21 and 1520.2-3; Ihya’ xxv, qawl 1, 
bayan 2,1650.10-11; ibid., bayan 3,1652.17-1653.4. 

70 See Mizan x, 237-238 and cf. Ihya’xxn, bayan 3,1446.22ft. 

71 Ibid., 1448.16-21; also Ihya’xxiu, bayan 4,1518.22-1519.9. 

72 See, e.g., T. Kukkonen, “The Self as Enemy, the Self as Divine: A Crossroads in the 
Development of Islamic Anthropology,” in TheAncientPhilosophy of Self, eds. Juha Sihvola & 
Pauliina Remes, Dordrecht: Springer, 2008,205-224. 
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extravagance and stinginess, courage between cowardice and reckless¬ 
ness, moderation between voraciousness and indifference, and so it goes 
with the rest of the character traits. It is thus the extreme in matters that 
is reprehensible . 73 

C ertainly many of the surface elements here support the notion that Aristotelian 
moderation is the goal. Notice, however, the precise way al-Ghazali arrives at 
this conclusion: the mean is recommended because it is what comes closest to 
pure apathy. The latter, not the former, is what would be truly desirable, other 
things being equal: it is only because in this world we cannot rid ourselves 
altogether of ah the urges related to our embodied life that an approximation 
of apathy (rather than the real thing) becomes necessary. 

The example of lukewarm water derives already from the Scale of Action. 
In that context, al-Ghazali further specifies that the aim of all this is that one’s 
bodily preoccupations no longer distract one from the pursuit of one’s true 
happiness . 74 Coming back to the Revival, al-Ghazali lauds the lightness and, as 
it were, the transparency of the virtuous soul . 75 The effect, once more, is that 
of underscoring how the virtuous person simply will not give consideration to 
corporeal pleasures and pains, since the sought-after stance is one of consum¬ 
mate indifference. 

In fact, the only way al-Ghazali ever defends the urges of the animal soul is 
in terms of their utility. For instance, al-Ghazali maintains that the Qur’an only 
condones the emotion of aggression in the context of confronting unbelievers, 
because this way there is no fear of a cessation in the struggle that is a divinely 
imposed obligation . 76 Alternatively, one can point to the utility of anger in the 
kind of vigorous self-defence in which all animals must sometime engage. Our 
appetite for food and sex can likewise be seen as valuable when it comes to 
certain aspects of our worldly existence, viz., our need to replenish ourselves 
and to procreate: in addition, they serve to give the corporeally inclined a hint, 
however inadequate, of the spiritual bliss that the believer is promised in the 
afterlife . 77 

But even if this is far from being a wholly world-denouncing stance, it is also 
a far cry from the Aristotelian picture where - when it comes to the passions - 


73 IhySxxn, bayan 3,1448.10-16. 

74 Mlzan xv, 262. 

75 Ihya’xxm, bayan 4,1520.4-5. 

76 Ihya’xxu, bayan 3, 1447.7-8. 

77 IhySxxiu, qawlfishahwatal-farj, 1525.7-8; Mlzan xvi, 271; cf. Ihya'xxxn 
bayan 2, taraf 2,2262.1-2263.8. 


i,shatrz, rukn 2, 
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the mean is the ideal because a certain emotional responsiveness simply is the 
correct and most appropriate way for us to act and feel. The Aristotelian well- 
rounded person, we will remember, is one who is suitably impassioned in mat¬ 
ters large and small, at the right time, in the right measure. For al-Ghazall, by 
contrast, the ideal is the sage whose sole desire is for God, while any detraction 
from this constitutes a failing of a greater or a lesser magnitude. The virtues 
are developed as the mean between two extremes because this is what brings 
us closest to the angels who feel nothing at all towards the world . 78 To return 
to the example given above, the appropriately generous person neither hoards 
wealth nor is concerned with how to spend it: the generous soul is indifferent 
to money, or as indifferent to it as this world will allow. 

Whence could this argument derive? It certainly seems like something that 
an Aristotelianizing Platonist - or a Platonizing Aristotelian - from late antiq¬ 
uity would say, and there would be any number of channels through which 
such an argument could have reached al-Ghazall. However, I have yet to iden¬ 
tify a single source, whether proximate or remote, that would offer this exact 
defence of metriopatheia as the next best thing to apathy . 79 Whatever its prov¬ 
enance, I would submit that al-Ghazall puts forward his argument because it 
provides a tighter fit for his preferred hierarchy of desires than does the funda¬ 
mentally pluralist Aristotelian model. For al-Ghazall, it is axiomatic that who¬ 
soever loves anything else at all besides God has not yet perceived where true 
human happiness lies . 80 This is because one cannot love two things at once: 
as long as one loves something else, one does not truly love God. Al-Ghazall 
likens the heart to ajar which cannot accommodate vinegar until it has been 
emptied of water . 81 He also cites a proof-text from the Qur'an according to 
which God has not created two hearts in man’s body . 82 As such, all this asserts 
unequivocally that all continuing attachments to worldly affairs are only dis¬ 
tractions and shortcomings . 83 

A further corollary, one that may seem surprising until one stops to think 
about it, is that self-denial is never its own end. We are dealing here with some¬ 
thing other than the familiar complaint, common since at least al-Muhasibi, 
that asceticism can easily be twisted into a tool for bolstering one’s worldly 


78 Ihya’xxiu, bayan 4,1519.10-16. 

79 I thank Simo Knuuttila and David Konstan for discussing with me possible Greek and 
Christian antecedents. I may well be missing some perfectly obvious source. 

80 Ihya’xxxn, shatr 2, rukrt 1, bayan 2, asl 2,2215.15-18; ibid., rukn 2, bayan 1,2245.15-17. 

81 Ihya’xxxvi, bayan 6,2617.1-2; cf. Ihya’xxi, bayan 4,1359.19-20. 

82 Q 33:4. 

83 See Ihya’xxiu, 3:93.36-38. 
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reputation, though this notion too finds a place in al-Ghazall. Nor is al-Ghazall 
content merely to point out that anyone who continues to obsess over this 
or that aspect of their animal nature is shown by the very gesture to be con¬ 
tinually preoccupied with it . 84 Al-Ghazall’s proper point is that the final aim 
is for the positive acts prescribed by God to become delightful and desired for 
their own sake. Once virtuous habits - the salvific religious qualities - become 
entrenched, they come to be loved for their own sake and are found to be pleas¬ 
ant, while the opposite is the case with evil and ugly actions . 85 This in turn will 
lead to a point where one’s love of God and the desire to meet him overshadow 
all else . 86 Al-Ghazall reproduces in clear terms the aesthetic colouration of 
Aristotelian virtue ethics - actions divide into the beautiful and the ugly, in the 
eyes of God as well as in the eyes of the properly habituated human being - 
with the added corollary that one’s love of God is the most intense erotic rela¬ 
tionship one can ever have. Al-Ghazall goes to great lengths in his efforts to 
detoxify the erotic connotations of the spiritual aspirant’s love for God and 
desire to seek His company, but he never backs down from the central premise 
that this is an admirable goal to have and an even more exalted one to attain . 87 

This will accordingly make of perseverance only a relative and not an abso¬ 
lute good. It is vastly superior to slackness in religious matters, to be sure, but 
it remains inferior to that willing commitment to God’s purpose which comes 
easy to the well-adjusted believer. The latter state is what the true lover of God 
will aim at, and indeed what the true lover of God will find comes naturally 
to her or him . 88 To the sincere believer all worldly things will cease to mat¬ 
ter either way: just as the heart cannot contain two loves at once, so also it 
cannot be at once given to both love and hate. This spells the end to all hate 
in the heart of the true lover of God . 89 A related point can be teased out of a 
passage where al-Ghazall scolds those who would be eunuchs for the sake of 
God, or who starve themselves to a wraith-like state, for losing the right bal¬ 
ance in religious matters. Contrary to appearances, al-Ghazall in stating this 


84 In another place, al-Ghazall astutely observes that one who hates oneself is equally as 
self-absorbed as one who loves himself; see Ihya’xxxiv, shaft 1, bayan 1, 2401.20-2402.4; 
cf. Ihya’ xxi, bayan 6,1368.1-8, where obsessing over the minutiae of religious works or 
one’s own failings is similarly described as an impediment. 

85 Ihya’xxu, bayan 4,1449.17-19. 

86 Ibid., 1450.11-15. 

87 See Eric Ormsby’s “Introduction” to his English translation of al-Ghazali’s book of Love, 
Longing, Intimacy and Contentment, Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2011, xi-xxxix. 

88 Ihya’ xxi, bayan 6,1369.9-19; Ihya’ xxxn, shaft 1, bayan 5, 2189.21-2190.14; Ihya’ xxxvi, 
bayan 15,2663.5ff.; MIzan xiv, 255. 

89 Ihya’ xxxiv, shaft 1, bayan 1,2402.4-6. 
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opinion wishes neither to denigrate the worth of abstinence nor to deny the 
need among the many for spiritual striving. What he wants to say, rather, is that 
the truly spiritually perfect will be able to recognize intellectually the intended 
benefit in both sustenance and sexual congress without getting carried away by 
either in the least. The virtuous heart will thus be able to approach all worldly 
goods with a deep but detached sense of gratitude, while for the unrefined 
hearts and minds the very same things constitute a real and present danger. 90 


5 Propassions and the Formation of the Will 

One development in ancient theories of the emotions is the originally Stoic 
distinction between passions proper and the so-called propassions (the Greek 
propatheiai) or first motions of the soul. 91 The origins of this theoretical distinc¬ 
tion lay in the need to explain what appear to be unmistakable psychophysical 
reactions to one’s perceptions (pointedly including ones identical to physical 
reactions associated with arousal, fear, and the like) while at the same time 
holding fast to the Stoic tenet that all of a person’s emotions should remain 
under the sage’s rational control and that one can withhold assent from even the 
most violent bodily urgings. The solution that the Stoics hit upon - ruthlessly 
caricatured, albeit in an admiring fashion, in Aulus Gellius’ Attic Nights , 92 from 
which the following example is taken - was that the sage in a raging storm 
may be beset by a case of the jitters, turn pale, or otherwise manifest every 
sign of being afraid. Yet one cannot say that the sage has felt fear, just as long 
as her or his power of reason has not rushed to the false judgement that there 
would be anything truly worrisome about the situation (it is assumed here 
that the sage should adopt a wholly impersonal point of view with regard to 
all things, and that according to such a viewpoint personal peril really is an 
indifferent matter). The Stoic theory of propassions later became transformed 
through its Christian appropriation, where the emphasis came to rest on pass¬ 
ing thoughts ( Logismoi ), those unsavoury suggestions of the soul that arise 
unbidden and without warning. Most Christian thinkers came to regard such 
incipient notions as uncontrollable and as an ineradicable part of our mortal 
existence. The moral responsibility of the spiritual aspirant, consequently, was 


90 ihya’xxxu, shatr 2, rukn 2, bayan 1, qisma 6,2248.16-18. 

91 For the development of the Stoic theory of propatheiai see K. Abel, “Das Propatheia- 
Theorem: ein Beitrag zur stoischen Affektenlehre,” Hermes 111 (1983): 78-97; Knuuttila, 
Emotions, 62-67 and for the medieval Latin continuation, ibid., 178-195. 

92 Nodes Atticae 19.1. 
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to quiet such thoughts as they occurred and quash any desire to obey their 
suggestions. 93 

The ancient discussions are echoed in al-Ghazali’s deliberations regarding 
the issue of whether a person should be reprimanded for the involuntary sug¬ 
gestions ( khatir, pi. khawatir) in which his senses and base appetites neces¬ 
sarily involve him. After making a basic distinction that allows for divinely 
inspired suggestions as well, al-Ghazall makes a point familiar from the writ¬ 
ings of the desert fathers: even if one is to shut out the distractions and temp¬ 
tations produced by one’s outer senses, one’s imagination will still bring up 
images and suggestions sufficient to lead astray any aspiring ascetic. Because 
of the ineradicability of the basic forces of appetite and spirit, one’s spiritual 
struggle will consequently continue until the advent of death. 94 Nevertheless, 
because this is so, the first involuntary notions that arise in one’s soul entirely 
unannounced cannot yet provide cause for blame or punishment: such inner 
speech (hacLith an-nafs ) simply is what it is, the crucial thing being what we 
make of it. Al-Ghazall further specifies that the first incipient desire cannot 
be censured either, since it, too, is an inclination of our nature (mayl at-tab*). 
Similar to the Stoicizing Christian teachers, al-Ghazall contends that only 
those who assent to their incipient thoughts or give in to their desires are to 
be censured, since these are matters that are up to human beings themselves. 95 

One has to wonder about the coherence in drawing the line here, seeing 
as how al-Ghazali is otherwise perfectly willing to ascribe both animal and 
human actions to fully determined or ‘necessitating’ antecedent causes. 96 In 
the present context, it is enough to note how according to al-Ghazall “occur- 
rent notions are the starting point to action since an occurrent notion ( khatir ) 
sets in motion desire ( raghba ), desire moves resolve (' azm), resolve moves 
intent ( niyya ), and intent moves the limbs.” 97 Though the language is, as in 
much of the Revival, resolutely non-technical, I believe al-Ghazali’s thought is 
most easily explicable if we situate it against a broadly Peripatetic backdrop. A 
useful starting point is the standard formulation of the Aristotelian practical 


93 See Richard Sorabji, Emotion and Peace of Mind, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, 
343-371; Knuuttila, Emotions, 122-176; on the influential theory of Evagrius in particular, 
whose works were known also in Arabic circles, Kevin Corrigan, Evagrius and Gregory: 
Mind, Soul and Body in the 4th Century, Farnham: Ashgate, 2009,73-101. 

94 Ihya’xx 1, bayan n, 1397-19-1398.9. 

95 Ibid., bayan 13,1416.11-1421.8. 

96 lhyS xxxii, shatr 2, rukn 1, bayan 2, 2213.15-2214.3; on this point in the context of 
al-Ghazali's general cosmology see Frank Griffel, Al-Ghazalts Philosophical Theology, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009,216-221. 

97 Ihya’xxi, bayan n, 1391.9-10. 
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syllogism: given one universal premise (“the good lies in seeking pleasure”) 
and one particular one (“here is something pleasurable”), the cognitive process 
naturally and necessarily results in action being taken (indulging in pleasures). 
Compare this with how al-Ghazali in the Book of Repentance, which opens the 
final quarter of the Revival, illustrates the contentious principle that the God’s 
“servant is compelled in the choice that is ascribed to him.” 98 His example is 
that of our desire for, then consumption of, food: 

God created the right hand and the delectable food and the stomach’s 
appetite for that food; He also created the heart’s knowledge that the 
food will set the appetite to rest. Furthermore He created the mutually 
opposing occurrent notions regarding this particular food - whether it 
contains something harmful in conjunction with satisfying one’s appe¬ 
tite, and whether or not there is something objectionable in its consump¬ 
tion that would preclude its consumption. Then He created the knowledge 
that no such objection exists: then, with the convergence of all these 
causes, the instigating will resolves to consume the food. Following upon 
the vacillation of opposing notions and the fixation of the appetite upon 
the food, the resolve of the intellect is called choice ( ikhtiyar ). There is no 
question about its emergence once its causes have become complete, 
and with the advent of the will’s resolve - through God’s creation of all 
this - the hand moves without fail in the direction of the food: after the 
will and the power have become complete, action follows necessarily. 99 

This is not the place to consider the so-called secret of destiny (sirr al-qadar), 
that is, the determinist problematic to which al-Ghazali alludes. 100 Rather, 
what catches the eye is that precisely along the lines of the practical syllogism, 
the endpoint in any chain of deliberation is action itself (rather than, say, some 
belief concerning action). When al-Ghazali, in what follows, says that “every 
piece of knowledge whose purpose it is to instigate action has not discharged 


98 1 /tya‘xxxi, rukn 1, bayan 2,2084.12. 

99 Ibid., 2084.13-19. 

100 It appears to me that al-Ghazali is quite happy to concede that all acts of deliberation 
and subsequent resolution have sufficient antecedent causes, and that consequently 
everything that goes into a particular human decision can ultimately be traced to the 
eternal decree of God ( al-qada’ al-azalt): for a comparison see, e.g., Ihya’xxxm, shaft 2, 
bayan 3,2346.11-18. For a discussion that makes use of further materials see Th.-A, Druart, 
“Al-Ghazah's Conception of the Agent in the Tahafut and the Iqtisad: Are People Really 
Agents,” in Arabic Theology, Arabic Philosophy: From the Many to the One, ed. James E. 
Montgomery, Leuven: Peeters Press, 2006,425-440. 
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its duty if it does not actually instigate it,” 101 he means that the practical aspect 
of our reasoning faculty is geared towards action, not theories about action. In 
the Scale of Action al-Ghazall goes so far as to say that on the scale of overall 
human excellence, practical knowledge is inferior to action itself. 102 All of this, 
of course, properly reflects the Aristotelian parameters according to which 
practical knowledge has to do with life as it is led. We do not study virtue in 
order to know things about it, but in order to become good ourselves. 103 

In uncertainty, al-Ghazall contends, God comes to the assistance of rea¬ 
son, while Satan and his host fly to the aid of vice. 104 Both the angelic and 
the demonic impulses that influence our decisions ultimately issue from God: 
despite the appearance in some passages of the Revival of an autonomous force 
operating contrary to God’s purpose, and notwithstanding the accusations that 
were levelled against him by uncomprehending early readers of the Revival as 
well as the Niche of Lights, there is no question here of an overall cosmological 
dualism. The ontological standing given to Satan in the cosmic scheme is in 
any case not a matter for investigation within the science of actions, a genre to 
which the Revival professedly belongs. 105 Suffice it to say that Satan’s weapons 
are passion and the appetites, however he may have come by them, and that 
the reality of these impulses and their effectiveness in turning people’s hearts 
away from God testify to their origin in a secondary cause ( sabab) of a distinc¬ 
tive nature. 


6 Postscript: Executive Justice? 

In traditional Platonic fashion, al-Ghazall lists the four cardinal virtues as wis¬ 
dom, courage, temperance, and justice. He furthermore states that their per¬ 
fection is intertwined: at heart, all virtue is of a unitary character. 106 As the 


101 Ihya’ xxxi, rukn i, bay an 3,2087.12-13. 

102 Theoretical knowledge and contemplation outrank them both: Mlzan, 229-230. 

103 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 2.1. In the Book of Love, Longing, Intimacy, and Contentment 
al-Ghazall puts it that knowledge comes both first and last: we want to know how to act, 
but in the final end we act in order to know, since contemplation is our ultimate aim 
(Ihyd‘ xxxvi, bayan 6, sabab 2, 2618.17-17). The Book of Fear and Hope postulates that 
the true goal of both knowledge and action is the intimate understanding of God ( Ihyd ' 
xxxiii, shaft 2, bayan 5,2358.17). 

104 See Mlzan xi, 244; Q 2:257 is cited as a proof-text. 

105 Ihya’xxi, bayan n, 1395.17-19. 

106 Mlzan ix, 233-234 and xvi, 264-273. 
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foundations (usut) of good character, the cardinal virtues are also tagged to the 
three parts of the soul, as follows: 

In one’s inner aspect ( al-batin ) there are four things, all of which must be 
good for the perfection of good character: when the four are in repose, bal¬ 
anced and proportionate, then one attains to good character. These [four] 
are the faculty (quwwa) of knowledge, the irascible faculty, the appetitive 
faculty, and the faculty of justice [mediating] between the three faculties 
in question. 107 

What attracts one’s attention is that in the schematic outline given above, 
al-Ghazall tacitly acknowledges the orphan status of the virtue of justice. Justice 
does not latch on to any one of the recognized parts of the soul; instead, it lies 
somehow in between. This of course reflects the Platonic conception accord¬ 
ing to which justice simply is the appropriate harmony obtaining between the 
three parts of the soul (or the state, or the cosmos). Accordingly, al-Ghazall 
still describes justice in the Scale of Action solely in terms of a harmoniously 
ordered relation within, as well as between, the three parts of the soul and 
their characteristic virtues. When all three souls are maximally improved and 
when appetite and spirit are made subject to reason then justice, as the sum of 
all of the virtues, is achieved. 108 Yet al-Ghazall also hints at a more scintillating, 
although much more problematic, conception of justice, as evidenced by the 
fact that he chooses to call justice a faculty or power in the afore-cited pas¬ 
sage. To get at this, we must first look at its natural ally in the regulation of the 
passions, namely reason. 

One genuinely curious feature of al-Ghazall’s account of the virtues is his 
contention that there is an excess as well as a defect to the deployment of rea¬ 
son. In contrast to the mainstream of falsafa and the Greek rationalist tradi¬ 
tion, al-Ghazall holds that it is possible for one to be too clever for one’s own 
good: to be more specific, an excess of ratiocination will lead to “swindling, 
wiliness, trickery, and cunning.” 109 As a general rule, if the use of reason is put to 


107 Ihya‘ xxi 1, bayan 2,1441.18-21. 

108 See Mlzan ix, 233-234; Mlzan xix, 286; notably, al-Ghazall evokes here the concept of 
religious law ( sharVa ) and its perfection. 

109 “Jurbuza wa-makr wa-khida' wa-daha"’: Ikya’ xxn, bayan 2,1443.6. The four expressions 
are near-synonyms, with the first term deriving from Persian and having the connotation 
of confidence tricks and the like: see Tim Winter's note to his translation, On Disciplining 
the Soul, Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1995,20. 



AL-GHAZALI ON THE EMOTIONS 


161 


corrupt ends, then this will result in malice and duplicity ( khubthwa-jurbuza). 110 
The explanation mirrors that given by Miskawayh in his Reformation of Morals, 
where it is also said that wily and duplicitous behaviour issue from a faulty 
intellect when the power of reason is wrongfully subjected to the mercies of 
the passions. * 111 

Common to Miskawayh and al-Ghazall seems to be the systematizing urge 
to have some vice stand on either side of each designated virtue for the sake of 
symmetry and systematicity. Miskawayh is more thoroughgoing with his proj¬ 
ect, as he even has justice flanked (rather unconvincingly) by two opposing 
vices. Al-Ghazall by contrast sticks to the more common conception according 
to which justice only has one opposite, tyranny ( jur). 112 A more important dif¬ 
ference with Miskawayh shows itself in the contrasting ways that Miskawayh 
and al-Ghazall deal with the question of what forms the excess of reasoning 
can take. Miskawayh’s explanation is rather awkward: in essence, he suggests 
that some people are too quick to reason, with their mind leaping from thing 
to thing at such a pace that they do not properly pause to reflect on the objects 
of their knowledge and grasp their essence. In effect, Miskawayh charges his 
over-thinkers with a form of mental impatience. 113 This path is not available to 
al-Ghazall, who in general follows Avicenna’s theory when it comes to explain¬ 
ing concept-formation and intellection. 114 In the Avicennian picture, quick¬ 
wittedness ( cLhaka ’) and intuition ( hads ) are unqualified intellectual virtues - 
indeed, both are distinctive hallmarks not only of philosophical titans but 
also of prophets. The ability to jump to conclusions and from there to further 
grounding principles is what intellection is all about, since to grasp some one 
thing in its quiddity is to grasp its causes and its place in the network of neces¬ 
sary relations between all things. 115 Thus, quick-wittedness could never be a 


110 See Mizan xvii, 275; Ihya’xx n, bayan 2,1442.20. 

111 See Miskawayh, Tahdhlb, 26. 

112 Cf. ibid., 28 with Mizan xvi, 273 and Ihya’xxn, bayan 2,1442.18-19. 

113 Tahdhlb, 26-27. 

114 See Alexander Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought. Al-GhazalTs theory of mysti¬ 
cal cognition and its Avicennian foundation, London: Routledge, 2012. 

115 For remarks on Ibn Sina’s notion of perfect contemplation see, e.g., Dimitri Gutas, 
“Intellect Without Limits,” in Intellect et imagination dans la philosophic medievale, eds. 
M. C. Pacheco & J. F. Meirinhos, Tumhout: Brepols, 2006, 3 vols., 1: 351-372. Space does 
not permit any proper reflection on the subject, but it seems to me that a picture such 
as Miskawayh's is only possible in the context of something like a popularizing version 
of al-Kindfs noetics, where the intelligibles are acquired directly and as a whole. Flere, it 
may indeed make sense to think that a kind of dwelling upon each intelligible separately 
may be of some positive value; in the Avicennian picture, in contrast - where the very 
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negative indicator to al-Ghazall. Accordingly, already al-Ghazall’s early Scale of 
Action specifies that it is practical reason that is susceptible to excess as well as 
defect and practical reason that may as a consequence also become corrupted. 116 
The theoretical intellect, which in al-Ghazall’s exposition in the Scale of Action 
gets designated as the only true form of reason, 117 does not suffer from this 
fault. When it comes to an understanding of the realities of things (haqa’iq 
al-ashya 1 ), the heart, which is just another name for intellect in al-Ghazall’s 
estimation, can never get its fill; to the contrary, it is rightfully insatiable unto 
infinity since its objects, viz., the intelligibles, are likewise without end. 118 

Whatever the background or justification, al-Ghazall holds that the reason¬ 
ing faculty can itself prove unruly despite the fact that reason is supposed to 
rule over appetite and spirit. This leads one to suspect that something else is 
needed to provide reason with guidance. And it is here that justice, it seems 
to me, comes to occupy a curious new role within al-Ghazall’s moral psychol¬ 
ogy, at least if we are to go by the (admittedly very sketchy) evidence offered 
by the Revival. In a tantalizing formulation, al-Ghazall notes that it is the 
‘faculty’ or ‘power’ of justice ( qicwwat al-’adl) that is responsible for placing 
the appetite and the spirit under the rule of reason. 119 Whence derives this 
newly minted executive power of justice? I am quite unsure, and in fact find 
it perfectly possible that al-Ghazall himself would prove shaky if pressed on 
the point. Nevertheless, we may take notice of how elsewhere in the Revival 
al-Ghazall proclaims that all the noble and beautiful character traits are reduc¬ 
ible to knowledge and power film wa-qudra ). 120 The parallel to the primary 
characteristics of the Godhead is quite explicit and apparent, and gives rise 
to the notion that al-Ghazall might want to reinforce a more general division 
of labour within every intentional agent between a discerning power and an 
executive power. 

A further analogy from the side of angelology may prove helpful at this 
point. In explaining the salvific virtue of patience, al-Ghazall underlines how 


notion of intelligibility has to do with perceiving a network of necessary causal relations - 
the alacrity with which connections are made can only be a good thing. 

116 Mizan xvi ,266. 

117 Ibid., 264-265. 

118 Al-Ghazali’s contention that there is no limit to what the intellect can know sets him apart 
from the mainstream of falsafa, though it is much more in line with what some Ash'arite 
mutakallimun had proposed: for formulations of this doctrine see, e.g., Maqsad, 57-58; 
Ihya’ xxi, bayan 4,1358.22-23; ibid., bayan 6,1370.8-10; I by a’ xxxvi, bayan 3, 2597.3-13; 
ibid., bayan 9,2630.6-8. 

119 Ihya’xx n, bayan 2,1442.6. 

120 Ihya’xxxvi, bayan 2,2590.4-5. 
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patience is a fixed state ( hal ) arising out of an understanding of the harm 
that will result from following the passions. 121 This means that a cognitive 
component is necessary when it comes to the higher-order virtues such as 
continence: it is, however, never enough in and of itself. If argument could 
make men good, Aristotle had observed, philosophers would have perfected 
society long ago, but that has not happened. 122 Thus, as al-Ghazall puts it, the 
light of guidance (nur al-hidaya), which in itself is an angelic force, must be 
supplemented by another angel, one that fortifies. The former is described as 
knowledge (‘ ilm ), the latter as power ( qudra 123 ). Based on certain theological 
precepts, it seems, al-Ghazall by the time of writing the Revival had arrived at 
the notion that all intentional action relies, for its explication, on the postula¬ 
tion of two powers: one that proposes a notion, and one that effects it. As in 
heaven, so also on earth. This is a curious notion indeed, and one rather wishes 
one knew what to do with it. Unless I am seeing things, there may be a subtle 
parallel drawn here between the fortifying and guiding angels and the efficient 
and final modes of causality in the Avicennian cosmos. But it is all very vague, 
and rather unsatisfying. 

What al-Ghazall ends up saying is that the guiding angel, when all is said 
done, ranks higher than the fortifying angel, 124 which is to say that all power 
must in the end bow to knowledge. In Aristotelian as well as Avicennian terms, 
final causality trumps efficient causality in the sense that it is for the sake of the 
end that actions are undertaken. It is in fact hard to see that al-Ghazall would 
ever make much of his innovation of a separate executive faculty, if ever he 
meant to. In the realm of created being, the notion of any autonomous power 
of implementation runs ashore on the grounds of the ‘secret of destiny’ (see 
above); in the sphere of the divine mystery, the purported absolute freedom of 
the divine power turns out to be a much more problematic concept than would 
first appear. 125 It may be that al-GhazalT’s suggestion that the human character 
traits be reduced to knowledge and power represents a serious case of con¬ 
ceptual overreach, a systematizing urge taken a step too far. Overall, it seems 
as though it is more in the expansive treatment of the subrational faculties 


121 Ihya’xxxn, shatri, bayan 2,2181.8-10. 

123 Ihya’xxxu, shatri, bayan 2,2180.9-2181.2. 

124 Ibid., 2181.16-17. 

125 See Richard M. Frank, Creation and the Cosmic System: Al-Ghazall and Avicenna, 
Heidelberg: Carl Winter-Universitatsverlag, 1992; Taneli Kukkonen, “Possible Worlds in 
the Tahafut al-Falasifa: Al-Ghazall on Creation and Contingency,' "Journal of the History of 
Philosophy 38.4 (2000): 479-502. 
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that the philosophical interest is to be found in al-Ghazall’s moral psychol¬ 
ogy. Here, a comprehensive treatment of the workings of the practical intellect 
would be a first-order desideratum. For now, it is to be hoped that the present 
exposition of the lower parts of the soul can serve to point the way to further 
studies. 


CHAPTER 8 


Sex, Marriage and the Family in Al-Ghazali’s 
Thought 

Some Preliminary Notes 


Avner Giladi 


Introduction 

An official publication issued in 1990 by the Egyptian Ministry of Information, 
under the title “Facts and data on family planning” * 1 raises, among others, the 
question: “What are the most important motives for practicing birth control?” 
In a short text charged with religious terminology, of all Muslim scholars it is 
al-Ghazall who is referred to as a supporter of birth control. 2 Al-Ghazall’s ratio¬ 
nal attitude toward this question, to which I will return later, in addition to his 
authority and intellectual ability to cope with relevant theological and ethical 
issues - such as that of tawakkul (“trust in God”), as he does so forcefully in the 
fourth part of Ihyd 1 'ulum ad-din (“The Revival of the Religious Sciences”) 3 - 
makes his writings a source of legitimization, almost nine hundred years after 
his death, for a family planning project. 

The impact of al-Ghazali’s thought on posterity is beyond the scope of 
this paper. I assume, however, that for many Muslims of later generations 
al-Ghazali’s way of discussing practical matters has other advantages, in addi¬ 
tion to its salient rational character. His “shrewd eye for the humble realities of 
real life,” 4 the sensitivity to human psychology that he brings to his treatment 
of legal issues, his profound understanding of the complexity of the human 
soul, and, on top of all this, his pedagogical skills - that is, his logical, clear and 


* I wish to thank Ms Liz Yodim for her help in editing the text of this paper. 

1 Wizarat al-ITam, al-Hay’a al- c Amma li-l-IstiTamat, Markaz al-rlam wa-t-Ta c lim wa-l-Iittisal, 
Haqa’iq wa-ma’lumat 'an tanzim al-usra, [Cairo], 1990. I am grateful to Prof. Uri M. 
Kupferschmidt for bringing this publication to my attention. 

2 Ibid., pp. 16-17. See also pp. 12,14. 

3 L. Lewisohn, “Tawakkul,” ei 2 , x, pp. 376-378; Eric Ormsby, Ghazali: The Revival of Islam, 
Oxford: Oneworld, 2008, pp. 130-132. 

4 Ormsby, Ghazali, p. 112. 
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sophisticated methods of guidance - to a great extent render his message uni¬ 
versal, reaching readers across borders of time, certainly, but also of culture. 5 

Trying to explain the lack of a comprehensive history of Islamic ethics, 
Montgomery Watt, in his foreword to Muhammad Abul Quasem’s The Ethics 
of al-Ghazall, points out that Islamic moral values are so similar to those of 
Judaism and Christianity that “they hardly deserved separate attention”; 6 there 
is, however, one exception: family ethics. Basim Musallam, in Sex and Society 
in Islam, and more recently Geert van Gelder, in Close Relationships: Incest and 
Inbreeding in Classical Arabic Literature, to mention just two examples, have 
convincingly shown how sexual morality is related to other aspects of family 
ethics and law in the Persian and the three monotheistic cultures, and how it 
can be used as a criterion according to which each one of them is distinguished 
and characterized. 7 

“Marriage rules help to define a religion and a culture,” observes Van Gelder. 
For instance, “the alleged practices of the Zoroastrians are a recurrent motif 
in Arabic literature, used to distinguish between ‘us’ and ‘them’; and hereti¬ 
cal sects are not rarely credited with a sexual free-for-all or holding women as 
communal sex objects, with all the implications of possible incest.” 8 

Al-Ghazall’s views on the family - on gender relations and the status of 
women, on marriage, sex, birth control, divorce, child rearing and education - 
have not been dealt with comprehensively and systematically, at least not 
within Islamic studies in the West, as far as I am aware. Some attention has 
been given to the place al-Ghazall’s notions of femininity and sexuality occupy 
in his Sufi world view, in a wider context of the status of women and attitudes 


5 Ormsby, Ghazali, p. 36; Avner Giladi, “Islamic Educational Theories in the Middle East: Some 
Methodological Notes with Special Reference to Al-Ghazali,” Bulletin of the British Society 
for Middle Eastern Studies, 14 (1988), pp. 3-10, especially pp. 6-8. An example of al-Ghazali’s 
long-term and cross-cultural influence, i.e., his impact upon Jewish thought, particularly 
from the 12th through the 15th century ad (5th through 9th century ah), is given in Steven 
Harvey’s contribution to this volume. 

On the comparison Ahmad ibn Taymiyya made between al-Ghazall and Maimonides, the 
greatest and most influential Jewish thinker in the Middle Ages and beyond, see Hava 
Lazarus Yafeh, Studies in al-Ghazzali, Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1975, p. 523. 

6 Muhammad Abul Quasem, The Ethics of Al-Ghazall: A Composite Ethics in Islam, Selangor, 
Malaysia: Published by the author, 1975, p. 9. 

7 Basim F. Musallam, Sex and Society in Islam: Birth control before the nineteenth century, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983, pp. 10-11. See also, G.-H. Bousquet, L’Ethique 
sexuelle de llslam, Paris: Desclee de Brouwer, 1990, especially chapter 2. 

8 Geert Jan Van Gelder, Close Relationships: Incest and Inbreeding in Classical Arabic Literature, 
London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2005, p. 5. See also pp. 181-183. 
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toward sexuality in Islamic-mystical cosmology and morality, as well as to his 
concepts of childhood. 9 

Without ignoring the role of al-Ghazall as the most prominent theorist of 
Orthodox Sufism, the sources of his notions on the family in the writings of 
earlier Muslim philosophers, such as Ibn Miskawayh, 10 and Sufis, particularly 
Abu Talib al-Makk!, 11 and the possible impact of his writings on later mystics, 
I approach this theme from a different angle, that of Family History, the field 
of research that focuses on family structures and functions in different socio- 
historical circumstances as well as on the changes in gender and generational 
relations within families, on both the theoretical and the practical level. 12 In 
the case of al-Ghazall this approach is justified if we take into account his 
authority as a spiritual leader and as a “renewer of religion” (mujaddid ad-din 
or mukyl d-dln ) 13 in wide circles of Muslims in his time and beyond; we must 
also take into account the audience he had in mind while compiling not only 
his shari collections but also the first two parts of Iliya 1 ’ulum ad-din, an audi¬ 
ence which included, beside Sufi novices, other, “regular” believers as well, 
although, admittedly men only. 14 


9 See, for instance, Abut Quasem, pp. no-112; Kaoru Aoyagi, “Transition of Views on 
Sexuality in Sufism: Al-Makki, al-Ghazall, and Ibn Arab!,” ajames (The Journal ofJapan 
Association of Middle East Studies) 22 (2006), pp. 1-20, especially pp. 4-n; T. J. Winter's 
Introduction to Al-Ghazall on Disciplining the Soul: Kitab Riyadat al-najs and on Breaking 
the Two Desires: Kitab Kasr al-shahwatayni, Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, pp. xv- 
xcii; Avner Giladi, Children of Islam: Concepts of Childhood in Medieval Muslim Society, 
Houndmills and London: Macmillan and St Antony's College, Oxford, 1992, pp. 45-60, 
64-65. 

10 Giladi, Children of Islam, pp. 49-50. 

11 Abu Talib Muhammad b. ‘All al-Harithi al-Makki, Qut al-quliib ft mu'amalat al-mahbub 
wa-wasf tariq al-murid ild maqam at-tawhid, Cairo: Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabi, 1961, 11, 
pp. 489-529. The relationship of al-Makki's work to al-Ghazali's writings is well docu¬ 
mented in Richard Gramlich's Die Nahrung der Herzen. Abu Talib al-Makkis Qut al-quliib, 
eingeleitet, iibersetzt und kommentiert, 3 Vols., Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag 1992-1995. 

12 Tierry Bianquis, La famille arabe medievale, Bruxelles: Editions Complexe, 2005; 
H. Benkheira, A. Giladi, C. Mayeur-Jaouen et J. Sublet, La famille en Islam d’apres les 
sources arabes, Paris: Les Indes Savantes, 2013, Introduction. 

13 On al-Ghazali’s self image as the person sent, according to a divine promise, at the begin¬ 
ning of the 6th Hijri century to renew Islam, see Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazall, 
al-Munqidh min ad-dalal wa-l-musil ild dhi l-'izza wa-l-jaldl, edited by Jamil Saliba and 
Kamil ‘Iyad, Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1967, p. 122: Wa-qadwa’ada Allah subhanahu bi-ihyS 
dlnihi 'ala ra’s kull mi’a wa-yassara Allah ta'ala [U] al-haraka ild Naysabur li-l-qiydm 
bi-hadha l-muhimm. 

14 Marshall G. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization, 
Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1974, n, p. 190: “Some advice he 
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The questions to be asked are therefore: what is the perception of “the fam¬ 
ily” this great thinker and educator has in mind? What are the guidelines he 
formulates for his students/novices and other readers concerning their family 
life? How does he combine his expertise as a jurist ( faqlh ) with Sufi lore in his 
discussion of the subject? And, finally, how is the reality of family structure 
and function in his time, including his own experience as husband and father 
(to daughters only?), 15 reflected in his writings? In my short paper, I offer some 
partial, tentative answers to these questions which, due to the richness, com¬ 
plexity and originality of al-Ghazali’s thought, and due to the scope of his writ¬ 
ing, deserve further research. 


Sex, Marriage and the Family in Ihya 3 'ulum ad-din 

Here we come to a set of preliminary questions concerning the place allocated 
to sex, marriage and the family within al-Ghazall’s magnum opus, Ihya 3 'ulum 
ad-din, compiled apparently between 1095 and 1096 ad (488 and 489 ah), 16 
where most of the material on this subject is concentrated: how are these 
themes interwoven into the general plan of the whole collection? And, what is 
the relation between their location and their content? 

The Ihya 3 as a whole, intended to deal with 'ilm al-mu'dmala (“The science 
of behavior and relationship”), 17 is designed in such a deliberate way that 
each text within it has its premeditated place (see appendix below). 18 'Ilm 
al-mu'dmala, being a preparatory stage for those young scholars of the Law 


[al-Ghazali] gave presupposed a man (not a woman) whose trade allowed him a fair 
amount of leisure during his day [...] Only a person whose time could be largely devoted 
to religion could afford to make use of the Shar'i life to the full as Ghazali interpreted it” 
(emphasis added). See Ormsby, Ghazali, pp. m-n2, where the author complains about 
the tendency of social historians to ignore the Ihya‘, which, in his view, is a rich source for 
this kind of history. As an example, Ormsby presents one of the many parables al-Ghazali 
uses in this collection, a parable that reflects his paternal sensitivity and psychological 
insight. For more examples, see below. 

15 Wa-lamyu’qib ilia al-banat, according to c Abd al-Ghafir b. Isma'il al-Farisi (d. 529 ah), as 
cited in al-Subki’s Tabaqat ash-Shafi'tyya al-kubra. See, c Abd al-Karim al-'Uthman, Sirat 
al-Ghazaliwa-aqwal al-mutaqaddimin fihi, Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, n.d., p. 46. 

16 For a general survey of the structure, contents and character of the Ihya’, see, for instance, 
Lazarus-Yafeh, pp. 363-373; Ormsby, Ghazali, pp. 111-138. 

17 Lazarus-Yafeh, pp. 359-360. 

18 On the “architecture of the Ihya’,” see Ormsby, Ghazali, pp. 113-115. 
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who are spiritually qualified for acquiring Him al-mukashafa (“The science of 
revelation and vision”), 19 comprises studies of various aspects of the Muslim’s 
outward behavior (a’mal al-jawarih, lit. “actions of the limbs”), as well as those 
of his inner moral-psychological traits (a'mdl al-quliib, lit. “actions of the 
hearts”). 20 Accordingly, the collection is divided into two symmetrical parts, 
each of which is opened with a pair of introductory books and is split itself 
into two parts that consist of ten books each. Hence, we get forty books alto¬ 
gether, a figure charged with religious significance in Islam and particularly 
in the Sufi tradition. 21 Add to this the “vertical” dimension of the collection’s 
plan: most of the books in the first half deal with themes regularly treated in 
legal compilations, although here they are enriched by the typical Sufi ele¬ 
ment of introspection - daqaHq al-adab al-batina. or ash-shurut al-batina ; that 
is, moral-psychological “secrets” ( asrar ), a term which appears in the titles of 
Books ii—vn of the First Quarter: “The secrets of ritual purity,” “The secrets of 
prayer,” “The secrets of almsgiving,” etc. In this way, al-Ghazall hopes to attract 
advanced students of Law, who are accustomed to the four-part structure 
of Islamic legal compilations, and to convince them to adopt Sufi attitudes 
towards religious commandments. Those students who successfully follow his 
instructions in the first twenty books, ten on ‘ ibadat (“Matters of worship and 
service”) and ten on ‘ adat (“Manners and customs”), are invited to pass on to an 
elevated stage, namely, to embark on a process of disciplining the soul accord¬ 
ing to the methods suggested in the ten books of the third quarter devoted to 
muhlikat (“Things leading to destruction”). Now, he who has purified his soul is 
allowed to “climb up” and reach a higher stage, that of munjiyat (“Things lead¬ 
ing to salvation”), dealt with in the fourth quarter of the Ihya\ This final part 
discusses the different stations and states of the Sufi wayfarer. 22 

As a jurist, loyal to a system of law that is comprehensive and total, al-Ghazall 
discusses, in the second quarter of the Ihyd’ (Rub' al-'adat), questions such as 
“gain and earning a livelihood,” “lawful and unlawful things,” “association with 
friends and companions” 23 and “travel”; 24 he also does not shrink from dealing 


19 Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in al-Ghazzali, pp. 360-363. 

20 For al-Ghazali's exposition of his deliberations in structuring the Ihyd’, see the general 
introduction to the collection: Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazall, lit yd’ 'ulum ad-din, 
Cairo: Mu’assasat al-Halabi, 19671, pp. 9-13, especially pp. 10-13. 

21 Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 1978 (Third printing), p. 94; Ormsby, op. cit. 

22 Schimmel, ibid., p. 95. 

Ormsby, Ghazali, p. n7. 

Ibid. 


23 

24 
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with the most intimate aspects of human life, namely, marriage and procre¬ 
ation, both encouraged by the Shari'a. For some Sufis, on the other hand, the 
option of seclusion and celibacy, although perhaps not frequently espoused 
by others, seemed legitimate. 25 As a result, the question of marriage and fam¬ 
ily life in the context of Sufi training found its way also into the third quar¬ 
ter of the compilation (Rub’ al-muhlikat). Interestingly enough, in both cases, 
the theme of family ethics and sexuality is raised in connection with that of 
eating manners. In Rub’ al-’adat, “The book on etiquette of marriage” (Kitab 
Adab an-nikah ) 26 follows “The book on table manners” ( Kitab Adab al-akl), 
the first in this quarter. In Rub’ al-muhlikat, “The book on breaking the hold 
of the two desires” (Kitab Kasr ash-shakwatayni', viz., the desires of the stom¬ 
ach and that for sex), comes third, just after two introductory books. The 
importance of these themes, reflected in the prominent place allocated in the 
Iliya 1 to the books on adab al-akl, adab an-nikah and kasr ash-shakwatayni, 
is explained by al-GhazalT’s observation (based on the Greek philosophical- 
ethical tradition, particularly that of Plato and Aristotle) that eating and sex 
are the most powerful, yet the most morally dangerous, desires ( shahawat). 

The faculty of desire and that of anger ( ghadab) are subdivisions of the 
motive faculty ( muharrika) in the animal soul ( an-nafs al-hayawaniyya) - in 
itself an essential component of the human soul. The desire of the stomach 
assures one’s individual survival while the sexual impulse is responsible for 
the preservation of the species as a whole; thus “both servants help the body 
survive” ( khadimani li-baqa 1 al-badan ). 27 In order to achieve the moral ideal of 
“equilibrium” (’adl, lit. “justice”), shahwa as well as ghadab should be subordi¬ 
nate to reason (’aql) and to religious law ( shar ‘). 28 

The existential dependence of human beings on bestial cravings from the 
very moment of their birth makes these passions extremely difficult to curb 
and balance: 


25 Arin Shawkat Salamah-Qudsi, “A Lightning Trigger or a Stumbling Block: Mother Images 
and Roles in Classical Sufism,” Oriens 39 (2on), pp. 199-226, especially p. 204. 

26 In the Qur’an, the term nikah is interchangeably used to designate sexual intercourse and 
marital union. See Khaleel Mohammed, “Sex, Sexuality and the family” in Andrew Rippin 
(ed.), The Blackwell Companion to the Qur’an, Oxford: Blackwell, 2006, pp. 298-307, espe¬ 
cially 299. 

27 Ihya’iu (Kitab Riyadat an-nafs), p. 73: Fa-law inqata'at shahwat at-ta'am la-halaka at-insan 
wa-law inqata’at shahwat al-wiqa’ la-nqata’a an-nasb, Ihya'lll (Kitab Sharh ’aja’ib al-qalb), 
p. 7; Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, Mizan al-’amal, Cairo: Maktabat al-Jundi, 1973, 
pp. i07-n6. See also id., Fada’ih al-batiniyya, ed. Abd ar-Rahman Badawl, Kuwait: Dar 
al-Kutub ath-Thaqafiyya, n.d., p. 200. 

28 Ihya’, m (Kitab Riyadat an-nafs), p. 69. Cf. Sherif pp. 24-31. 
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[T]he capacities for desire, anger and pride are all present in the human 
creature; however, the most difficult to deal with and the least suscepti¬ 
ble to change is that of desire ( wa-ldkinna as'abaha amr an wa-asdhd 'ala 
t-taghyir - quwwat ash-shahwa), which is the oldest capacity in man. For 
it is the first thing to be created in a child (idh as-sabiyyfi mabcla 1 al-fitra 
tukhlaq lahu ash-shahwa )? 9 

In Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni, al-Ghazali confirms yet again that 

[t]he greatest of the mortal vices which a man may harbour is the desire 
of the stomach (shahwat al-batri) [...] After the belly, which is the very 
well-spring of desires and the source of diseases and disorders, comes 
the desire for sex and voracious appetite for women ( shahwat al-farj 
wa-shiddat ash-shabaq da L-mankuhat )? 0 

Inculcating eating manners in Muslims from a very early age is therefore cru¬ 
cial since - as al-Ghazali repeats in a chapter he dedicated, in Kitab Riyadat 
an-nafs, to the moral education of children - “[t]he first trait to take control 
of [the child] will be greed for food” ( wa-awwal mayaghLib 'alayhi min as-sijdt 
sharah at-ta’am) and “he is to be disciplined [first] in this regard” ( fa-yanbaghi 
anyu’addabafihi )? 1 

The connection between, on the one hand, the location of each of the books 
on family and sexual ethics within the IhyS and their contents and general 
character, on the other, is clear. Kitab Adab an-nikah is directed at a large and 
diversified body of readers: potential mystics, but also those who prove unable 
to succeed in completing the long Sufi training and who therefore read the 
Ihya\ or rather the first half of it, in search of guidance on how to achieve a 
meaningful and decent Islamic life. 


29 lhyd’ hi ( Kitab Riyadat an-nafs), p. 72. English translation by Winter, p. 26. Cf. Abul 
Quasem, pp. io8-n2. 

30 Iliya’ hi (Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni), p. 102; English translation by Winter, p. 106. On 
page 132, however, al-Ghazali presents the sexual drive as most powerful and most diffi¬ 
cult to control: Flam anna hadhihi ash-shahwa (shahwat al-farj) hiya aghlab ash-shahawat 
’ala l-insanwa-a’saha ’inda al-hayajan 'ala l-'aql. 

31 Ihya’ hi ( Kitab Riyadat an-najs), p. 93. English translation by Winter, p. 76. Cf. Giladi, 
Children of Islam, pp. 57-58. See also Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process, Oxford uk 
and Cambridge usa: Blackwell, 1994, especially pp. 42-56. On the connection between 
food and sex - al-atyabani - in Arabic literature, see Geert Jan van Gelder, Of Dishes and 
Discourse: Classical Arabic Literary Representations of Food, Richmond: Curzon, 2000, 
pp. 109-118. 
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In his efforts to harmonize two religious approaches towards marriage - the 
supportive, shar'l, attitude and the reserved one (expressed by several Zuhhad 
and Sufis) - al-Ghazall offers in Kitdb Adab an-nikah an extremely interest¬ 
ing discussion, rich not only in sophisticated legal, theological and ethical 
arguments but also, as I said, in psychological insights. Particularly interest¬ 
ing in this context is his “theory of relativity,” the nucleus of which we find in 
al-Makki’s Qut al-qulub , 32 that proposes different formulas for (or total with¬ 
drawal from) family life that should be adapted to the personal circumstances, 
capabilities and religious aspirations of each believer. “The discourse on sexual 
desire” in Kitdb Kasr ash-shakwatayni is not only shorter than in Kitdb Adab 
an-nikah, but also, due to its aim and therefore location in the third quarter 
of the Ihya 1 , is focused more on the practical questions of sexuality and fam¬ 
ily involved in the training of Sufi novices. The fact that al-Ghazall raises the 
problem of homosexuality here and not in Kitdb Adab an-nikah, common as it 
probably was within groups of male novices who apply the recommendation 
not to get married, 33 is another indication of his purpose in writing this book. 

To close this part of my paper, I should add that references to the family 
and its components are scattered throughout the Ihya 1 , frequently in the form 
of isolated sayings, examples and aphorisms. For instance, the reaction of an 
ailing child and his parents when a repulsive medicine is prescribed illustrates 
different attitudes toward life here, in this world, involving temporary harm, 
vis a vis the eternal existence in the hereafter where the ephemeral suffering 
on earth may emerge as useful ( ad-darrftL-hal nd.fi'ftl-madt). 34 The child, who 
is naturally unaware of the long-term merit of a medicine, refuses to consume 
it. Likewise, a caring, loving, yet shortsighted mother rejects a blood-letting 
treatment for her child while his father, who is conscious of its long-term 
benefits, supports it. 35 Hidden in the distinction between the emotional 
response of the mother and the rational approach of the father is a justifica¬ 
tion of the hierarchy in the patrilineal-patriarchal family where the father, 
the supreme authority, serves as guardian ( wait) of his children, although the 


32 Al-Makki n, pp. 528-529. 

3 3 For a warning directed at male novices against close relationships with young men ( suhbat 

al-ahdath; mujalasat al-ahdath wa-mukhalatatihim), see, for instance, Abu al-Qasim c Abd 
al-Karim al-Qushayri, ar-Risala al-Qushayriyya, eds. Abd al-Halim Mahmud and Mahmud 
b. ash-Sharif, Cairo: Dar al-Ma c arif, 1994 n, p. 580. Such an advice, included in a chapter 
which al-Qushayri dedicates to “counsel for novices” (Bab al-wasiyya U-l-muridin) seems 
to reflect a real dilemma. 

34 Ihya’ iv ( Kitdb as-Sabrwa-sh-shukr), p. 124. 

35 Ibid. 



173 


SEX, MARRIAGE AND THE FAMILY IN AL-GHAZALI’S THOUGHT 

mother temporarily holds the right to custody of her (husband’s) young chil¬ 
dren ( hadana). 36 

A close observation of the stages of children’s physical and mental develop¬ 
ment as well as parental psychology is mirrored in a description of the wonders 
of God’s creation and His mercy in Kitab at-Tafakkur (“The book of medita¬ 
tion”), where al-Ghazall draws attention to, among other things, parental emo¬ 
tions as a divine device to protect the helpless infant ( thumma hannana qulub 
al-walidayni ’alayhi li-l-qcyam bi-tadblrihi fil-waqt alladhikana 'ajiz an ‘an tadbir 
najsihi ). 37 

Such examples may reveal a little about al-Ghazall himself as a father “who 
has observed his children; who has understood, and sympathized with, their 
small passions and sorrows.” 38 

In what follows I will briefly discuss al-Ghazali’s views on marriage and the 
family, on sexuality - with emphasis on birth control - and on women and 
gender relations. 


Marriage 

By raising the question ‘to be (married) or not to be,’ al-Ghazall draws atten¬ 
tion to a practical issue with which novices had to cope. These beginners might 
have had in mind early examples of ascetics - zuhhad - and Sufi role mod¬ 
els such as Ibrahim b. Adham 39 and Abu Sulayman ad-Darani, 40 who, in an 
effort to dedicate themselves exclusively to God, led a celibate life contrary not 
only to the mainstream Islamic tradition but also to the custom among many 


36 Avner Giladi, “Saghir,” ei 2 , vill, pp. 821-827, especially p. 824; id., “Guardianship,” in Jane 
Dammen McAuliffe, (ed.), Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an [eq], Leiden and Boston: Brill, 
11 (2002), pp. 373-375; Y. Linant de Bellefonds, “Hadana”, ei 2 , iii, pp. 16-19; Susan A. 
Spectorsky, Women in Classical Islamic Law: A Survey of the Sources, Leiden and Boston: 
Brill, 2010, pp. 188-189 

37 Ihya’ iv (Kitab at-Tafakkur), p. 545. Cf. Giladi, Children of Islam, pp. 45-49. On analogies 
al-Ghazall draws from sexual life, see, for instance, his al-Maqsad al-asna - sharh asma’ 
Allah al-husna, Cairo: Maktabat al-Jundl, n.d., p. 38 (to exemplify the advantage of gnosis - 
ma’rifa - as a means to attain religious truths: a child and an impotent adult cannot grasp 
the pleasure of sexual intercourse unless, when the former becomes mature and the latter 
healthy, they experience it directly). See also Orsmby, p. 80. 

38 Ormsby, Ghazali, p. 112. 

39 d. 776 or 790 AD/159 or 173 ah. 

40 d. 830AD/215AH. 
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great Sufis, including al-Ghazall himself. 41 They might also have been familiar 
with earlier mystical texts on the subject, for instance, the chapter on “What is 
preferable - to get married or to abandon marriage altogether” ( Dhikr at-tazwij 
wa-tarkihi - ayyuhuma afdai) in Abu Talib al-Makki’s Qut al-quliib from the 
10th century ad (3rd century ah). 42 

The Qur’an and Islamic tradition, including the biographies of the Prophet 
Muhammad, praise marriage and parenthood and approve of sexual inter¬ 
course for procreation as well as for sexual fulfillment (see below). 43 The 
Prophet is said to have explicitly rejected monasticism - rahbdniyya - a posi¬ 
tion many Sufis accepted. 44 Al-Ghazall, as al-Makk! earlier, does not ignore 
these traditional trends; on the contrary, he openly introduces them in detail. 

In Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni, however, due to the specific discussion of 
Sufi training, the formula suggested by al-Ghazall is rather simple and unequiv¬ 
ocal: despite the positive purposes of marriage, namely, first, “that by knowing 
[.. .the sexual] delight he is able to draw an analogy which suggests to him what 
the delight of the Afterlife must be like” (an yudrika Ladhdhatahu [ladhdhat 
al-wiqa]fa-yaqisa bibi ladhdhat al-akhira) , 4 5 and, second, procreation, allowing 
“the human race to continue and the world to abide” (baqa! an-naslwa-dawam 
al-wujud '), 46 nevertheless “sexual desire also contains evils which may destroy 
both religion and the world ( wa-lakinfiha [fishahwat al-wiqa'] min al-ajat ma 
yuhlik ad-din wa-d-dunya ) if it is not controlled and subjugated and restored to 
a state of equilibrium ( i'tidal ).” 47 It is the examination of these advantages and 
disadvantages of marriage that results in al-Ghazafi’s clear conclusion: “[i]t is a 
condition that the aspirant (murid) remain celibate at the outset (fi l-ibtida’), 
until such a time as his gnosis (ma'rifa) becomes well-established. This, 


41 Winter, p. xliii; Schimmel, pp. 36-37, 427-428. See also, Avner Giladi, “Herlihy’s Theses 
Revisited: Some Notes on Investment in Children in Medieval Muslim Societies "Journal 
of Family History 36 (2on), pp. 235-247, especially pp. 240-241. 

42 Al-Makki 11, pp. 489-529. Cf. Schimmel, p. 428. 

43 Harald Motzki, “Marriage and Divorce,” eq hi (2003), pp. 276-281; A, J. Wensinck, 
A Handbook of Early Muhammadan Tradition, Leiden: Brill, i960, pp. 143-146 (s.v. 
“Marriage”); Musallam, Sex and Society, pp. 10-n; Abdelwahab Bouhdiba, Sexuality in 
Islam, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985, pp. 7-13; Avner Giladi, “Birth Control,” ei 3 
iv (2009), pp. io8-n3, especially p. 109. 

44 Sara Sviri, “Wa-rahbaniyyatan ibtada'uha: an Analysis of Traditions Concerning the 
Origins and Evaluation of Christian Monasticism,’ "Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 
13 (1990), pp. 195-208. 

45 Ihya’111 (Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni), p. 126. English translation by Winter, p. 165. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Ibid. cf. Mizan al- 'amal, pp. 109-m. 
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however, is the case only if he is not overcome by desire. If he is so overcome he 
should break it [i.e., break its hold] with constant hunger and fasting. Should 
his desire still not be subjugated, and he find himself unable to restrain his 
eyes, for instance, even if able to preserve his chastity, then for him marriage is 
the better state, for it will quieten his desire.” 48 

As I have said, Kitab Adab an-nikah, written with a larger (male) readership 
in mind, deals with the subject in a more comprehensive and profound way, 
combining legal, theological, and moral-psychological deliberations; yet, the 
text offers the reader less unequivocal solutions. Although here, too, al-Ghazall 
takes into account potential moral flaws, Kitab Adab an-nikah as a whole 
reflects a positive attitude toward marriage, expressed from the very first fines 
of the book’s introduction. Indeed, in the first chapter he deals at length with 
the “Advantages and disadvantages of marriage” (FI t-targhib fi n-nikah wa-t- 
targhib ‘anhu)f 9 if the latter scale had outweighed that of the former, after all 
he would not have proceeded to a guide for legally and morally valid marriage 
in Chapter 2, “Conditions of a woman and stipulations of the marriage con¬ 
tract” (Fimayura’ihalat al-’aqd min akwal al-mafa wa-shurut al-’aqd ). 50 He 
also closes the book with the fascinating chapter on the “Etiquette of cohabi¬ 
tation, what should take place during the marriage, and the obligations of 
husband and wife” (Ft adab al-mu'asharawa-mdyajrlfidawam an-nikah wa-n- 
nazarfima ‘ala z-zawj wa-fima ’alaz-zawja ). 51 

In Chapter One of Kitab Adab an-nikah, al-Ghazall lists five advantages of 
marriage, namely: (a) “begetting children” ( al-walad ), justified - through a 
teleological argumentation - by God’s way of creating human beings of two 
genders; (b) “fortifying ones-self against the Devil [...] and satisfying sex¬ 
ual desire” ( at-tahassun min ash-shaytan [.. .] wa-daf ghwa’il ash-shahwa ); 
(c) “companionship” ( tarwlh an-nafs wa-Inasuha ); (d) “ordering the house¬ 
hold” ( tqfrigh al-qalb ‘ an tadbir al-manzil); and, finally, under Sufi inspiration, 
(e) “disciplining the self and training it to be mindful [...] and respectful of 
the rights of the wives ( mujahadat an-nafs wa-riyadatuha bi-r-ri’dya wa-l- 
wilaya wa-L-qiyam bi-huquq al-ahl), tolerating their manners, enduring harm 
from them [i.e., at their hands], striving to reform them [...] striving toward 


48 Iky a’ hi ( Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni), p. 128. English translation by Winter, p. 172. 

49 Lit. “to make marriage desirous and, on the contrary, to awaken an aversion to it,” Iky a’ 
11 (Kitab Adab an-nikah), pp. 27-46. English translation: Madelain Farah, Marriage and 
Sexuality in Islam: A translation of al-Ghazalts Book on the Etiquette of Marriage from the 
Ihya’, Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1984, pp. 47-77. 

50 Ihya‘ 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikah), pp. 46-54. English translation by Farah, pp. 79-91. 

51 Ihya’ 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikah), ibid., pp. 54-77. English translation by Farah, pp. 93-126. 
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making lawful gains for their sake,” etc. ( wa-s-sabr ‘ala akhlaqihinna wa-htimal 
al-adha minhunna wa-s-sa'y fi islahihinna wa-irshadihinna da tariq ad-dln 
wa-l-ijtihad fi kasb al-haldl li-a/lihinna ). 52 He then presents only three disad¬ 
vantages: (a) “inability to seek lawful gain” ( at-’ajz ’an talab al-haldl)-, (b) “failure 
to uphold wives’ rights” ( al-qusur ’an al-qiyam bi-haqqihinna)-, and (c) “distrac¬ 
tions from God” ( anyakuna al-ahl wa-l-waladshaghil an lahu ’an Allah ta’ala ). 53 
In concluding this chapter, al-Ghazall instructs the reader how to use these 
two lists for introspection, how to weigh the merits versus the flaws from one’s 
own personal point of view, and then decide for oneself whether to marry: 
“To judge that a person is absolutely better off [by] being married or single 
falls short of taking into consideration all these matters ( fa-l-hukm ’ala shakhs 
wahidbi-anna al-afdal lahu an-nikah aw al-’uzuba mutlaq an , qusur ’an al-ihata 
bi-majami’hadhihi al-umur). Rather, such advantages and disadvantages can be 
considered a precept and a criterion against which the novice should measure 
himself ( bal tuttakhadh hadhihi al-fawa’id wa-l-dfat mu’tabar an wa-mihakk an 
wa-ya’ridu al-murid ’alayhi nafsahu )." 54 This is an outstanding example of one 
of the most salient characteristics of al-Ghazall’s perception of human behav¬ 
ior, his “theory of relativity,” as mentioned above. Indeed, in the light of the 
model of the Prophet Muhammad, who, unlike Jesus, “armed himself with 
strength and combined the virtue of worship and that of marriage,” 55 the Sufi 
novice for whom “the disadvantages [of marriage] are nonexistent in his case 
and the benefits are all present” 56 should marry, but for others the case may be 
different and the solutions accordingly various. 


Sex and Birth Control 

In al-GhazalT’s discussion of birth control in the third chapter of Kitab Adab 
al-nikah, we find “the most thorough statement of the Islamic permission to 


52 ihya’ 11 {Kitab Adab an-nikah), pp. 31-42. English translation by Farah, pp. 53-71. An exam¬ 
ple of a Biblical prophet, Jonah, who endured harm at the hand of a wicked wife after 
having asked God to “hasten upon him in this life whatever punishment He has prepared 
for him in the hereafter,” is brought by al-Ghazali in I by a’ n {Kitab Adab an-nikah), p. 42 
(English translation by Farah, pp. 69-70). Jonah is described as sabir (steadfast) in her 
company. 

53 Ihya\ 11 {Kitab Adab an-nikah), pp. 42-45. English translation by Farah, pp. 71-74. 

54 Ihya’, 11 {Kitab Adab an-nikah), p. 44. English translation by Farah, p. 74. 

55 Ihyd’, ibid., p. 46. English translation by Farah, p. 77. 

56 Ihya’, ibid., p. 44. English translation by Farah p. 74. 
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use contraception,” as Basim Musallam puts it. 57 It reflects a rational approach 
to a sensitive intimate-personal and familial issue related to wider theological 
and moral questions, revealing an open and flexible attitude toward human 
sexuality. A propos the quotation from the Egyptian pamphlet at the opening 
of these notes, we should keep in mind the difference between the social back¬ 
ground of the discussion of birth control in the nth-i2th century ad (6th~7th 
century ah), on the one hand, and that of our time, on the other. In a period 
when high rates of birth were counterbalanced by similarly high rates of infant 
and child mortality, the question of birth control was dealt with in terms of 
individual and familial interests, rather than as a socio-political problem of 
coping with overpopulation as is the case, for instance, in contemporary Egypt. 

While justifying the religious duty to marry and procreate in the first chapter 
of Kitab Adab an-nikah, al-Ghazall assesses, in the third chapter, the practice 
of coitus interruptus (‘ azl ) in certain circumstances and for several purposes, 
and defines such an act as legally neutral ( mubah ) or at the most makruh 
(reprehensible) but only in its limited meaning of “abandoning a virtue” (tark 
al-fadila ). 58 Indeed, ‘azl contradicts the appropriate Islamic way of life {adab). 
Nevertheless, neither the very act nor some of the motivations behind it are 
unlawful (see below). Al-Gahzall decisively defends his position vis-a-vis the 
opposite legal opinion and, basing himself on hadlth sources and on biological 
concepts, rebuts the argument of a similarity existing between 'azl and abor¬ 
tion ( ijhad) or even infanticide {wad). Accepting the Hippocratic and Galenic 
theory that “both male and female contribute equally to the formation of the 
embryo, that both have ‘semen,’ ” 59 he compares the sexual act to the “offer” 
(ijab) “and acceptance” ( qabiit ') in Islamic contractual law. 60 He who withdraws 
his offer prior to his partner’s acceptance cannot be blamed for breaching an 
agreement. 

Al-Ghazall sanctions birth control, motivated by economic considerations, 
when sexual relations take place either between a Muslim man and his own 
concubine, “to prevent [... her] from bearing a child so that she will not qual¬ 
ify for manumission upon [... his] death” (hifz aL-muLk 'an al-halak bi-istihqaq 


57 Musallam, Sex and Society, p. 17. 

58 lhyS 11 {Kitab Adab al-nikdh), p. 65. English translation by Farah, p. 109. 

59 Musallam, Sex and Society, pp. 39-53; id., “The Human Embryo in Arabic Scientific and 
Religious Thought” in G. R. Dunstan, (ed.), The Human Embryo: Aristotle and the Arabic 
and European Traditions, Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1990, pp. 32-46, especially 
32-38. 

60 Ihya’ 11 {Kitab Adab an-nikah), p. 66. English translation by Farah, p. 110. Cf. Musallam, Sex 
and Society, p. 18. 
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al-'ataq ), 61 or between a Muslim man and his free wife. This is in order “to 
avoid hardships associated with large families (al-khawf min kathrat al haraj 
bi-sabab kathrat al-awlad) and protect oneself from the temptation to pur¬ 
sue illegitimate ways of augmenting one’s income” ( dukhul madakhil as-su 3 ). 62 
Other Muslim scholars supported birth control out of concern for the unborn - 
for instance, the fear of the enslavement of children - or out of an inability to 
provide for their education and proper upbringing. 63 

In addition, al-Ghazall allows the practice of 'azl in order to preserve one’s 
wife’s beauty and shapeliness, to secure continuing enjoyment (on the part 
of men), and to protect her against the life-threatening dangers of childbirth 
(istibqa 3 jamal al-mar 3 awa-simaniha Li-dawam at-tamattu'wa-istibqa 3 hayatiha 
khawf an min khatar at-talq ). 64 On the other hand, when the initiative to avoid 
pregnancies for similar reasons of “fear of labor pains, child birth and nurs¬ 
ing” comes from a wife (an tamtam 1 a al-mar 3 a li-ta'azzuziha [...] wa-t-taharruz 
min at-talq wa-n-nijds wa-r-rida‘), 65 al-Ghazall rejects it. 66 The difference is 
explicable: most Muslim jurists, including al-Ghazall, lived in an urban envi¬ 
ronment, where the cost of living was higher than in the countryside. They 
approached the subject of birth control from a perspective of their own patri¬ 
archal responsibility for family well-being. 67 Guarding their right to make deci¬ 
sions pertaining to their family size (although, according to Islamic law, a free 
woman, who is entitled to bear children and enjoy intimate relations, should 
be consulted before 'azl is applied), they refer exclusively to the motivation 
and the technique men mostly use, namely, coitus interruptus. At the same 
time, they ignore those forms of contraception used by women, leaving the 
latter to physicians and pharmacologists. 68 

Be that as it may, the method al-Ghazall applies to justify birth control and 
the legitimacy he confers on “satisfying sexual desire” - that is, as one of the 
purposes of marriage, which he supports by equating the pleasures of sex with 
those of Paradise - make him an outspoken representative of a well-established 
trend in Islamic culture. In the gth/3th century, al-Jahiz (d. 869 CE/255 ah) 


61 Ihyd’, ibid. English translation by Farah, p. m. 

62 Ibid. 

63 Musallam, Sex and Society, pp. 25-26. 

64 Ihya’, 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikah), p. 66. English translation by Farah, p. 110. 

65 Ibid. 

66 Ibid., where al-Ghazall condemns also “fear of having female children” ( al-khawf min 
al-awlad al-inath) as the pretext for ‘azl, typically suggested by men. 

67 Musallam, Sex and Society, pp. 28-38. 

68 Giladi, “Birth Control,” pp. 110-ru. 
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already observed that human beings are the only creatures on earth who, while 
having sexual relations, occasionally use contraceptive measures: “When he is 
adverse to having a child, he practices coitus interruptus (iclhd kariha al-walad, 

' azala)”. 69 

The position of Muslim jurists vindicates intercourse for the sole pur¬ 
pose of sexual fulfillment: “the idea of a total, absolute Eros that is its own 
end,” in the words of Abdelwahab Bouhdiba, 70 is understandable if we take 
into account Islamic sexual morality and the nature of the institution of 
marriage: Muslim men may have up to four wives at a time, may engage in 
sexual intercourse with their concubines and may divorce and replace their 
wives relatively easily. 71 Nevertheless, in the spirit of his moral ideal of i‘tidal, 
al-Ghazall preaches moderation and denounces excess in sex and amorous 
passion (‘ ishq ), the latter constituting “utter ignorance of the intended pur¬ 
pose of sexual congress.” Passionate lovers, he says, “will only be satisfied with 
one person in particular, which thing heaps abasement upon abasement and 
enslavement upon enslavement.” 72 However, in spite of al-Ghazali’s seemingly 
anti-romantic, practical approach towards marriage - mirrored, for instance 
in his instructions for men on how to select their wives 73 - his discussion does 
not altogether lack a sentimental dimension. This is revealed in his description 
of the Prophet Muhammad’s profound love of his young wife ‘A’isha, “the first 
love which occurred in [the time] of Islam” (awwal hubb waqa’a fi l-isldm), 74 
and his recommendations to men to express emotions and to be considerate 
in the course of sexual encounters (see below). 


Al-GhazalTs Attitude toward Women 

Following the early conquests, the expansion of Islam in the Middle East and 
beyond established contacts between the Arab-Muslim conquerors and the 
local elites in the big cities. With the socio-cultural adaptation involved in the 
processes of settlement and urbanization, the position of Muslim women, 


69 ‘Amr b. Bahr al-Jahiz, Kitab al-Hayawan, ed. Abd as-Salam Muhammad Harun, Cairo, 

70 Bouhdiba, p. 158. 

71 Musallam, Sex and Society, p. n. 

72 Ibya’ hi ( Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni), p. 127. English translation by Winter, pp. 168-169. 

73 Ihya’ 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikah), p. 48. 

74 Ibid., p. 56. 
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particularly in the cities, considerably deteriorated. 75 The Qur’an reveals the 
concept of divine wish to create a world based on bivalence and dual rela¬ 
tions, a “harmonious unity of the sexes,” 76 but at the same time introduces 
the outlines of a patrilineal-patriarchal structure of the family, established, 
however, on new Islamic values. Qur’anic commentators, collectors of hadlth, 
and jurists in the classical period of Islam (7th-nth centuries ad /ith-5th ah), 
while interpreting the seemingly contrasting messages of the Qur’an, stressed 
men’s superiority at the expense of the more egalitarian aspects of the holy 
text. They emphasized restrictive norms with the distinct purpose of legitimiz¬ 
ing the new status of women in Islam. 77 

Against this backdrop, Sufism offers a more complex, ambivalent attitude 
toward women. “The Sufis were well aware of the positive aspects of woman¬ 
hood,” says Schimmel, and “were more favourable to the development of femi¬ 
nine activities than were other branches of Islam [...] The very fact that the 
first true saint of Islam was a woman - the great lover Rabi'a al-Adawiyya - 
certainly helped to shape the image of the ideal pious woman.” 78 Muhyl d-DIn 
Muhammad b. ‘All Ibn al-‘ArabI (d. 1240/638), one of the greatest Sufis of Islam, 
represents this exceptional approach. He did not hesitate to study with women 
and to instruct his daughter, to whom he was strongly attached, in theology. 
On the mystical theoretical level, he developed the notions of the feminine 
dimension of the divine and the complementarity of the sexes. 79 

No trace of this more balanced Sufi attitude toward women is to be found 
either in Kitdb AcLab an-nikah or in Kitdb Kasr ash-shahwatayni, both compiled, 


75 Leila Ahmed, “Early Islam and the Position of Women: The Problem of Interpretation,” in 
Nikki Keddie and Beth Baron, eds., Women in Middle Eastern History: Shifting Boundaries 
in Sex and Gender, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991, pp. 58-73, espe¬ 
cially 58-59; id. Women and Gender in Islam, New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1992, Chapters 2,3. 

76 Bouhdiba, p. 213. 

77 Barbara Freyer Stowasser, “The Status of Women in Early Islam,” in Freda Hussain (ed.), 
Muslim Women, New York: St Martin’s Press, 1984, p. 38. See also, Asma Barlas, “Women’s 
Reading of the Qur'an,” in Jane Dammen McAuliffe, (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 
the Qur’an, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, pp. 255-258. 

78 Schimmel, pp. 426,429; Ahmed, in Keddie and Baron, p. 66. A short survey of Sufi attitudes 
toward women is to be found in the Introduction to Sara Sviri, The Sufis: An Anthology, Tel 
Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press and mapa, 2008, pp. 51-53 (in Hebrew) with references to 
Rkia Cornell, Early Sii.fi Women, Louisville, Kentucky, 1999, pp. 15-70 and R. J. W. Austin, 
“The Sophianic Feminine in the Work of Ibn Arabi and Rumi,” in L. Lewisohn, (ed.), The 
Heritage of Sufism, Oxford: Oneworld, 1999-2003,11, pp. 233-245. 

79 Ahmed, in Keddie and Baron, pp. 69-70; id., Women and Gender, pp. 99-100; Aoyagi, 
pp. 12-15. 
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as I have mentioned, for males only. On the contrary, al-Ghazall is revealed in 
these books as a fanatic misogynist, particularly in the way he selects hadith 
reports, even “weak” ones, 80 that carry a normative message of the total sub¬ 
mission of women to men, some of which - notably those that hold infertile 
women in contempt - were of an accentuated instrumental, contemptuous 
and humiliating character. For instance, “A straw mat in the corner of the 
house is preferable to a barren woman” ( al-hasir fi nahiyat al-bayt khayr min 
irnra'a Id talidu) 81 and “a black child-bearer is better than a beauty that cannot 
give birth” (sawda 3 waliid khayr min hasna 3 la talidu ). 82 It should be empha¬ 
sized that this is contrary to the spirit of the Qur’an, inasmuch as the holy book 
of Islam, while admitting the religious significance of having many offspring, 
presents infertility not necessarily as retribution but as another revelation of 
both God’s will and His wisdom in creation. 83 

No wonder, then, that al-Ghazall compares a woman’s status in marriage 
to that of a slave, li-annaha raqlqa bi-n-nikah, la mukhlis Laha 84 and, quoting a 
hadith report, requires that a wife “pleases her husband when he looks at her, 
obeys him when he commands her and guards his memory and his posses¬ 
sions when he is absent.” 85 In another quoted report, the Prophet is described 
as saying: “Were I to command someone to prostrate himself before another, 
I would command the wife to prostrate herself before her husband on account 
of the magnitude of her obligation to him.” 86 


80 Adrien Leites, “Ghazzali's Alteration of hadiths: Processes and Meaning,” Oriens 40 (2012), 
pp. 133-148. 

81 Ihya’ 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikdh), p. 33. English translation by Farah, p. 57 - not to be found 
in the collections of canonical traditions. 

82 Ihya’ 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikdh), pp. 33-34. English translation, ibid.; again, not to be found 
in the collections of canonical traditions. Cf. Abu Nasr b. al-Fadl Tabarsi (the Imam! 
scholar of the 12th century ad), Makarim al-akhlaq, Cairo: Maktabat al-Qahira, n.d., 
p. 158: Al-mar’a as-sawda’ idha kanatwalud an ahabb ilayya min al-hasna’ at- 'aqir. Here the 
saying is attributed to “one of the ‘ulama’.” 

83 Q 42: 49-50: “To God belongs the Kingdom of the heavens and earth; He creates what 
He will (yakhluqu mbyshh’u)-, He gives to whom He will females (yahabu li-manyashd’u 
inath an ), and He gives to whom he will males ( wa-yahabu li-manyashd’u adh-dhukur) 
or He couples them, both males and females (awyuzzawijuhum dhukran"" wa-indth”"), 
and He makes whom He will barren ( wa-yaj’alu manyasha’u ’aqim an ). Surely He is All¬ 
knowing, All-powerful.” The Koran Interpreted, translated by Arthur J. Arberry, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, Reissued, 2008, p. 504. 

84 Ihya’, 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikah), p. 53. English translation by Farah, p. 91. 

85 Ihya’, 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikdh), p. 51; English translation by Farah, p. 88 (and note 37, on 
the origin of this hadith report). 

86 Ihya’ 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikah), p. 73. English translation by Farah, p. 121. See Abu Bakr 
Abdallah Ibn Abi -d-Dunya, Kitab al-’Iyal, ed. Abd al-Rahman Khalaf, al-Mansura, 1997, 
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Al-Ghazall is also an ardent supporter of keeping women secluded within 
private spaces with very restricted access to the public sphere: although “[t]he 
Prophet permitted women to go to the mosques,” says al-Ghazali, “the appro¬ 
priate thing now [...] is to prevent them [even from doing so] except for the 
old [ones]” ( wa-s-sawab al-an al-man illa li-l-'ajd’iz ). 87 

In the light of this basic approach, al-Ghazall’s few considerate expressions 
are to be read either as a softer - yet still arrogant and patronizing - version of 
his negative view (for instance, men should treat their wives with mercy and 
patience due to the latter’s “mental deficiency,” “Li-qusur ’aqlihinna,” he says), 88 
or as motivated mostly by egoistic male interests. Thus, he calls men to take 
into account the woman’s needs in the context of sexual intercourse; simulta¬ 
neous orgasms were considered by medieval physicians - Muslims, Christians 
and Jews alike - as necessary for conception: “Let him proceed with gentle 
words and kisses” ( wa-li-yuqaddim at-talattuf bi-l-kalam wa-t-taqbll), or “once 
the husband has attained his fulfilment, let him tarry until his wife also attains 
hers” ( fa-l-yatamahhal ‘ata ahlihi hatta taqdiya hiya aydan nahmataha ) 89 But 
when, in Kitab al-Muraqaba wa-l-muhdsaba (“The book of observation and 
introspection”), the eighth book of the fourth part of the Ihyd\ he dedicates 
a section to “saintly women who undertook great hardship [in the path of 
religion],” al-Ghazali, again, cannot hide his contempt for the “fair sex”: “He 
who is unable to follow even the example of women, deserves to be despised,” 
he says. 90 


To Conclude 

In his discussion of marriage, sex and the family, al-Ghazali proves that not 
only the big questions about the mystic’s Path, such as those raised in the 
fourth part of the Ikya\ but also the very practical aspects of the Muslim daily 


pp. 309-312, within a chapter on “Man’s rights over his wife” (pp. 304-317). This specific 
hadith report is repeatedly quoted here, with various chains of transmitters, alongside 
others, emphasizing the wife’s obligation to obey her husband and satisfy him. 

87 IhyS 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikdh), p. 60. English translation by Farah, p. 100. 

88 IhyS 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikdh), p. 54. English translation by Farah, p. 94. 

89 IhyS 11 (Kitab Adab an-nikdh), pp. 63-64. English translation by Farah, pp. 106-107. Cf. 
Ron Barkai, “Greek Medical Traditions and Their Impact on Conceptions of Women in 
the Gynecological Writing in the Middle Ages” in Yael Azmon, A View into the Lives of 
Women in Jewish Societies, Jerusalem: The Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History, 1995, 
pp. 115-142, especially pp. 133-135 (in Hebrew). 

90 IhyS iv, p. 514, emphasis added. 
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life deserve profound religious, and indeed intellectual consideration. The 
discussion of the legitimacy of contraception from a Muslim point of view is 
an illuminating example of such an examination. It is also one of the most 
impressive representations of the Islamic approach to human sexuality, which 
unfortunately escaped Michel Foucault when he compared, in the second 
part of The History of Sexuality, the sexual ethics of Christianity to that of the 
ancient world. 91 

Both in Kitab Adab an-nikdh and Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni, al-Ghazall 
tries to reconcile the well-rooted Islamic tradition in favour of marriage, fam¬ 
ily life, and procreation as well as an open, positive approach toward human 
sexuality - all expressed so clearly in the Prophet Muhammad’s way of life - 
with the ascetic tendency to renunciation and abstinence as represented by 
several prominent Zuhhad and Sufis. The results of al-Ghazali’s attempt are 
best reflected in Kitab Adab an-nikdh, written for a readership that, though 
exclusively male, was more varied than that of Kitab Kasr ash-shahwatayni. 
Equipped with methodological means of analysis, an observational ability and 
profound psychological understanding, al-Ghazall develops a “theory of rela¬ 
tivity” to be applied by each individual (again, male) Muslim according to his 
personal situation. 

Enriched by the Sufi inclination to introspection, the discussion on Adab 
an-nikdh, with the attention that the author gives to the complexities of the 
human soul and to individual differences, is a model of a humanistic approach 
existing within a theo-centric worldview. If not for his disregard of the femi¬ 
nine half of humanity, we could title al-Ghazall “a humanist,” with all the reser¬ 
vations involved in using a term created in a different place and time. 

It is exactly al-GhazalTs efforts to harmonize different attitudes towards 
family life that highlight the preference Islam as a religion and culture gives 
to human sexuality, marriage and procreation, all - unlike the Christian domi¬ 
nant approach - free of guilty feelings. His discussion of these themes presents 
in the best possible way the traditional Islamic point of view with its vari¬ 
ous nuances and options for application. I assume that these characteristics 
of al-Ghazali’s deliberations, in addition to his spiritual authority in general, 
made Kitab Adab an-nikdh a guide for family ethics for a large audience of edu¬ 
cated Muslims. From this perspective, this and other relevant texts are essen¬ 
tial for the study of Family History in Islamic contexts. 

My notes should be taken as just a starting point for further meticulous 
research of al-Ghazall’s complex views on the family and their relation to 


91 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 2: the Use of Pleasure, New York: Vintage 
Books, 1990. 
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other domains of his thought. Except for Qut al-qulub by al-Makki, which no 
doubt supplied al-Ghazall with much of the ‘raw material’ for the texts with 
which I have dealt here, other legal and Sufi sources that might have inspired 
him should be located and compared with his relevant writings. In addition, 
the themes of sexuality and family are discussed in other books authored by 
al-Ghazall, in addition to Iliya’ and Mizan. A systematic comparison can shed 
light on changes in his views over the course of time. And finally, an endeavour 
to gather more details on al-Ghazali’s own family life, hinted at in his writings 
or explicitly described in his biographies, may explain some of his opinions in 
this domain. 


Appendix: The Structure of Ihya‘ T Hum acL-Din 


‘Ilm al-Mu‘amala 



‘Ilm al-Mukashafa 


Ihya’ 'Ulum ad-Din 



First Half: A'mal al-Jawarih 


Second Half: A'mal al-Qulub 
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First Quarter - ‘Ibadat 

Third Quarter - Muhlikat 

Booki: 

a/-7/m 

Booki: 

Sharh ’ajffib al-qalb 

Booku: 

Qawa'id al-‘aqa‘id 

Bookll: 

Riyadat an-nafs 

Book hi: 

Asrar at-tahara 

Book iii: 

Kasr al-Shahwatayni 

Book iv: 

Asrar as-saldt 

Book iv: 

Afat al-lisan 

Bookv: 

Asrar az-zakat 

Bookv: 

Dhamm al-ghadab wa-L-hiqd 
wa-l-hasad 

Book vi: 

Asrar as-sawm 

Book vi: 

Dhamm ad-dunya 

Book vi i: 

Asrar al-hajj 

Book vi i: 

Dhamm al-bukhl 

Bookvm: 

Adab tilawat al-Qur’an 

Bookvm: 

Dhamm al-jah wa-r-riya‘ 

Book ix: 

AL-Adhkar wa-d-da c wat 

Bookix: 

Dhamm al-kibarwa-l-‘ujb 

Bookx: 

Tartlb al-awradwa-tafsil ihya‘ 

Bookx: 

Dhamm al-ghurur 


al-layl 


4 - 4 - 


Second Quarter - ‘Adat 

Fourth Quarter - Munjyat 

Booki: 

Adab al-akl 

Booki: 

at-Tawba 

Book ii: 

Adab an-nikah 

Bookii: 

as-Sabr wa-sh-shukr 

Book hi: 

Adab al-kasb wa-t-ma’dsh 

Book iii: 

al-Khawfwa-r-raja’ 

Book iv: 

al-Halal wa-l-haram 

Bookiv: 

al-Faqr wa-z-zuhd 

Bookv: 

Adab al-ulfa wa-l-ukhuwwa 

Bookv: 

at-Tawhid wa-t-tawakkul 

Book vi: 

Adab al-’uzla 

Book vi: 

al-Mahabba wa-sh-shawq 

Book vi i: 

Adab as-safar 

Book vi i: 

an-Niyya wa-l-ikhlds wa-s-sidq 

Bookvm: 

Adab as-samd' wa-l-wajd 

Bookvm: 

al-Muraqaba wa-l-muhdsaba 

Book ix: 

al-Amr bi-t-ma'ruf 

Bookix: 

at-Tafakkur 

Bookx: 

Adab al-ma’isha wa-akhlaq 

Bookx: 

Dhikr al-mawtwa-ma ba’dahu 


an-nubuwwa 








CHAPTER 9 


The Duties of the Teacher 

Al-Isfahani’s DharT'a as a Source of Inspirationfor al-GhazalTs 
Mizan al-‘Amal 

Yasien Mohamed 


1 Introduction 

Early literary contributions to adab as an educational concept prepared the 
background for the educational thought of ar-Raghib al-Isfahanl (d. 452/1060), 1 2 
whose Kitab adh-Dhari’a ila makdrim ash-sharVa (The Book of Means to the 
Noble Virtues of the Revealed Law) was a source of inspiration for al-Ghazall 
(d. 504/1111) as he composed Mizan al-'amal? MIzan al-'amal, or The Scale 
of Action, is an ethical treatise written either during al-Ghazali’s tenure in 
Baghdad or shortly after his departure from the city. 


1 Ar-Raghib al-Isfahanl, Abu 1-Qasim al-Husayn b. Muhammad b. al-Mufaddal is well known 
for his Qur’anic lexicon, Kitab Mufradat aljaz al-Qur’an, but less known for his Kitab adh- 
DharVa ila makdrim ash-sharia, ed. Abu 1-Yazid al- c Ajami, Cairo 1987, which is a work of 
Islamic philosophical ethics. All reference is to this Cairo edition, but there are some tex¬ 
tual variations in an edition printed in Tehran; see ar-Raghib al-Isfahani, Kitab al-DharVa ila 
makdrim ash-sharVa, ed. Sayyid Ali Mir Lawhi Falawurjani, Isfahan: University of Isfahan, 
1997. For information on his life and ethical thought see Yasien Mohamed, “Al-Raghib 
al-Isfahanfs Classical Concept of the Intellect,” Muslim Educational Quarterly, 1995, 13 (1) 
pp. 52-61; “The Ethical Philosophy of al-Raghib al-Isfahanl,' "Journal of Islamic Studies. 1996, 
6 (1) pp. 51-75; “The UnifyingThread Intuitive Cognition of the Intellect in al-Farabi, al-Isfahani 
and al-Ghazall,” maas Journal of Islamic Science, 1996, 12 (2) pp. 27-47; “ ‘Knowledge and 
Purification of the Soul,’ An Annotated Translation with Introduction of al-Isfahani’s Kitab 
al-DharPa ila Makarim al-SharTah” (pp. 58-76; 89-92 ), Journal of Islamic Studies, 1998, 9 (1) 
pp. 1-34. The most extensive contribution on al-Isfahani to date is my The Path to Virtue: The 
Ethical Philosophy of al-Raghib al-Isfahanl, Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic 
Thought and Civilization, 2006. 

2 Al-Ghazall, Mizan al-'amal, ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo: Dar al-Ma c arif, 1964. All reference is 
to this edition, but for variations we may refer to other Arabic editions. See al-Ghazall, Mizan 
al-'amal, ed. Ahmad Shamsuddln, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- c Ilmiyyah, 1989; al-Ghazall, 
Mizan al-'amal, ed. ‘All Bu Milhim, Beirut: Dar wa-Maktabat al-Hilal, 1995; al-Ghazall, Mizan 
al- 'amal, ed. Mahmud Biju, Damascus: Dar at-Taqwa, 2008. For a German translation see Das 
Kriterium des Handelns ( Ghazzali’s Mizan al-‘Amal), translation with notes by Abd-Elsamad 
Abd-Elhamld, Darmstadt: wbg, 2006. 
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This article will focus on the etiquette ( acLab ) of education with respect to 
the duties of the teacher. I will compare the view of al-Isfahani with al-Ghazall 
to determine the extent to which al-Isfaham’s DharVa was a source of inspira¬ 
tion for al-GhazalTs Mlzan. We attempt to show how al-Ghazall appropriated 
and refashioned a particular section of DharVa as a source text. This will con¬ 
tribute to a better understanding of the sources that shaped al-GhazalTs ethics 
in general and his educational thought in particular. 

To begin, a writer’s thought and style are shaped by a variety of influences. 
The theory of intertextuality helps us understand that no author is completely 
original. His text is a product of previous texts, whether they creep into it con¬ 
sciously or unconsciously, and whether he acknowledges the previous texts or 
not. According to Barthes, 3 a text is a multidimensional space in which a vari¬ 
ety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash. The author’s power and 
originality lies in the way he blends these writings and not on the dependence 
of one particular work. 

All literature is intertextual: “All literary texts are woven out of other literary 
texts, not in the conventional sense that they bear the traces of ‘influence’ but 
in the more radical sense that every word, phrase or segment is a reworking of 
other writings which precede or surround the individual work.” 4 Although our 
focus is on al-Isfahani’s DharVa, we must assume that other writings also serve 
as sources upon which al-Ghazall drew for his content and style. No scholar, 
no matter how great, is completely original, and al-Ghazall is no exception. In 
spite of his criticism of the philosophers, there is evidence to suggest that he 
was inspired by their writings, albeit in the form of Arabic translations, or medi¬ 
ated through the works of Ibn Sina or ar-Raghib al-Isfahani. Thus, al-Ghazall’s 
Mlzan must necessarily be a product of a variety of sources; this article, how¬ 
ever, aims to demonstrate the impact of one specific source only. Our intention 
is not to undermine the originality of al-Ghazall, but we must not treat his 
treatise as a closed-off entity. Though our approach may appear contradictory 
in that we invoke the power of intertextuality, on the one hand, and acknowl¬ 
edge the revisionary skill of the author on the other, this is our way of bridging 
the gap between traditional assumptions about authorial power and control 
and the poststructuralist claim that authors neither create their own texts nor 
control them, but are themselves products of pre-existent cultural discourses. 
Thus, the poststructuralist Barthes affirms: “We know that a text consists not 
of a line of words [...] but of a multi-dimensional space in which are married 


3 Roland Barthes, Image-Music-Text, London: Fontana, 1977; cf. Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: 

An Introduction, Oxford: Blackwell, 1983. 
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and contested several writings, none of which is original: the text is a fabric 
of quotations resulting from a thousand sources of culture.” 5 Indeed, power¬ 
ful philosophical ideas are prevalent in the air and permeate the thinking of 
the author, and often unconsciously. However, we can also make a case for the 
author, as we do for al-Ghazall, who makes deliberate and intentional choices 
for his source text, and refashions them for his own purpose. 

I will examine the structure of Mlzan, but more importantly, I will concen¬ 
trate on the ‘structuration’ 6 of the text, or the way the structure of the text 
came into being; that is to say, I want to bring to the reader’s attention the 
literary context in which Mlzan was produced. I have chosen the DharVa 
for comparison because of its literary resemblance to Mlzan. Consideration 
of length will only allow a comparison of the educational section in these 
two texts. 

Al-Ghazall’s ideas on moral education are not new to us, but are derived 
mainly from Ihya 3 'uLum ad-dln (The Revival of the Religious Sciences), especially 
Kitab al-Tlm (The Book of Knowledge) and Kitab Riyadat an-nafs (Disciplining 
the Soul ). 7 8 Studies on his Mlzan al-‘amal are scanty, however, and to date no 
detailed examination of the educational section of Mlzan has been published, 
even though it is nearly identical to the education section of the Book of 
Knowledge in the Ihya 3 . Hence, comparing DharVa to the Mlzan is like compar¬ 
ing it to the Ihya 3 . We have chosen Mlzan for comparison with DharVa because 
of the strong similarity between these two texts, but also because such a com¬ 
parison has certainly never been undertaken in great detail until now. 

To understand the literary sources that inspired Mlzan, we need to exam¬ 
ine the literature on moral education and adab that preceded it, especially 
Miskawayh’s (d. 421/1030) Tahdhlb al-akhlaq {The Refinement of Character) and 
al-Isfahani’s Kitab al-DharVa. Many scholars have just assumed that the main 
source of philosophical ethics for al-Ghazall was Tahdhlb, 8 but new research - 


5 Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author” in Hazard Adams (ed.), Critical Theory since Plato, 
Florida, Harcourt Brace Javanovich: 1971, p. 1132. 

6 This term is used in Roland Barthes, “The Structuralist Activity” in ibid., pp. 1128-1130; cf. 
Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, University of Minnesota Press, who used the term with refer¬ 
ence to Barthes (p. 139). 

7 See for example, al-Ghazall, On Disciplining the Soul and on Breaking the Two Desires, Books 
22 and 23 of the Revival of the Religious Sciences, translated with an introduction and notes by 
T. J. Winter, Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 1995. 

8 See for example, the work of Lenn E. Goodman, “Morals and Society in Islamic Philosophy,” 
in Brian Carr (ed.), Companion Encyclopedia of Asian Philosophy, London: Routledge, 1997, 
pp. 1000-1023. Goodman assumed that Islamic philosophical ethics came to an end with 
Miskawayh, and there is no mention of al-Isfahani. 
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especially the research of Madelung, 9 Daiber 10 and Sherif * 11 - has thrown light 
on DharVa as the primary source of influence on al-Ghazali’s Mizan. Giladi 
states that we should review the educational literature before al-Ghazali to 
determine the extent to which he has been influenced by it, and the extent to 
which he has improved on it. 12 In pursuing this goal, Giladi provides a useful 
list of bibliographical information regarding works that were written in the 
medieval period, but makes no mention of al-Isfahanl. 13 

Al-Ghazah was mainly interested in the moral education of children and 
adults and the training of Sufi mystics; a more explicitly Sufi slant on moral 
education is contained in Ayyuha t-walad. u Al-Ghazall’s writing on children’s 
education as reflected in Ihya’w as probably inspired by Miskawayh, who wrote 
a substantial chapter on it in his Tahdhlb al-akhlaq. As for Mizan, the main 
source of inspiration is primarily DharVa, except for chapter one, which is an 
attempt to steer ethics in the direction of Sufism. 

In Mizan we have an ethics, but with a difference. Al-Ghazah established an 
extensive theoretical basis for adopting an ethics informed by Sufi practices. 15 
Most jurists and theologians concur that faith must be expressed in good 
deeds, but differ on the status of these good acts and how these impact the 
definition of a believer. Al-Ghazali favoured the Sufi method of self-realization, 


9 Wilferd Madelung, “Ar-Ragib al-Isfahanl und die Ethik al-Gazalis,” in Richard Gramlich, 
ed., Islamwissenschaftliche Abhandlungen Fritz Meier zum sechzigsten Geburtstag, 
Wiesbaden, Franz Steiner Verlag, 1974, pp. 152-63. 

10 Hans Daiber, “Griechische Ethik in islamischem Gewande: Das Beispiel von Ragib 
al-Isfahanl,” in Burkhard Mojsisch and Olaf Pluta, eds., Historia Philosophiae Medii Aevi\ 
Studien zur Geschichte der Philosophie des Mittelalters, 2 vols., Amsterdam, 1991-92, 1, 
pp. 181-92. 

11 Mohamed Ahmed Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1975. In appendix 1 (pp. 170-176) Sherif discusses the authenticity of the Mizan, 
refuting the argument of M. Watt, who holds that the philosophical ethics of the Mizan, 
since written after the Ihya’, cannot be the work of al-Ghazali as it gives primacy to the 
role of reason. Sherif alludes to the close textual resemblance between the Dhari’a and 
the Mizan, and mentions modem scholars such as L. Massignon, M. Bouyges, G. F. Hourani 
and Abd ar-Rahman Badawl, who accept it as an authentic work of al-Ghazali. 

12 Avner Giladi, “Islamic Educational Theories in the Middle Ages: some Methodological 
Notes with Special reference to al-Ghazali,” British Society for Middle Eastern Studies. 
Bulletin, 1988; 14:1, pp. 3-10. 

13 Ibid., pp. 3-10. 

14 Al-Ghazali, Letter to a Disciple: Ayyuha 'l-Walad, trans. Tobias Mayer, Cambridge: Islamic 
Texts Society, 2005. 

15 Ebrahim Moosa, al-Ghazali and the Poetics of Imagination, Chapel and London: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2005, p. 205. 
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but also acknowledged other approaches among the jurists, theologians and 
philosophers. 16 For Aristotle, habituation of moral action is essential for char¬ 
acter development. 17 Miskawayh and al-Isfahani integrated the principle of 
habituation into their philosophical ethics and al-Ghazall, borrowing the prin¬ 
ciple from al-Isfahani, placed it within a Sufi context. This is not the only Greek 
element that filtered through to al-Ghazall via al-Isfahani; the former also inte¬ 
grated a portion of Platonic psychology, with its tripartite division of the soul 
into the rational, concupiscent and irascible faculties - as in Aristotle, balance 
between these faculties led to the virtues of wisdom, courage, temperance 
and justice. 18 Thus, it is clear al-Ghazall was open to philosophy, as has been 
confirmed by two recent articles by Garden 19 and Janssens. 20 Garden views 
al-Ghazah’s Munqidh as an apologetic attempt to demonstrate his rejection of 
philosophy; this is a response to charges against his Ihyd\ which critics alleged 
to be inspired by philosophy itself. Janssens discusses the Aristotelian division 
between the theoretical and practical sciences, which al-Ghazall adopts for his 
epistemology. The duties of the teacher fall under the practical sciences, which 
are designed for religious and moral practice in Islam. 

Unmistakably, the Qur’an is a common source for both al-Isfahani and 
al-Ghazall. The former inspired the latter to use the Qur’an to support philo¬ 
sophical ethics. This is obvious by the manner in which Qur’anic verses are 
arranged for a particular ethical context. Al-Ghazall embraced philosophical 
ethics and integrated it into a Qur’anic and Sufi context. Yet, influence does 
not imply a lack of originality; al-Ghazall’s originality lies in providing a philo¬ 
sophical basis for his Sufi ethics or, as it were, a Sufi orientation for his philo¬ 
sophical ethics. The first chapter of Mizan provides an intellectual justification 
for combining knowledge ( ’ilm ) and practice ( 'amal ). Practice is not merely 
the practice of Platonic virtues, but also religious and mystical virtues such 
as tccwba (repentance) and tawakkul (trust). These philosophical and mysti¬ 
cal virtues lead to the purification of the self, which is the key to the intuitive 
knowledge of God. 


16 Ibid., p.253. 

17 Cf. Aristotle, “Eudemian Ethics,” in Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford 
Translation, trans. Ed. J. Barnes, vol. 2, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984, esp. 
P-1932- 

18 See Mohamed, The Path to Virtue, chapter 5. 

19 See Kenneth Garden, “Coming Down from the Mountaintop: al-Ghazali’s Autobiographical 
Writings in Context,” in The Muslim World, ed. M. Afifi al-Akiti, 101 (4), 2011, pp. 581-596. 

20 See Jules Janssens, “Al-Ghazali between philosophy ( falsafah ) and Sufism (tasawwuf): 
His Complex Attitude in the Marvels of the Heart (‘Aja’ib al-Qalb) of the Ihya Ulum al- 
Din,” in The Muslim World, ed. M. Afifi al-Akiti, 101 (4), 2on, pp. 614-632. 
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Al-IsfahanTs DharVa reflects an interesting blend of Greek and Islamic 
influences, and unlike Miskawayh’s Tah.dh.Ib al-akhlaq, he quotes extensively 
from the Qur’an and hadith. According to Najjar, al-Ghazall and al-Isfahani 
have often been compared; the former used to admire the latter’s DharVa, 
and used to take it along with him on his travels. 21 In any case, al-Ghazall 
employs it extensively, often quoting passages verbatim; he nevertheless does 
not acknowledge his sources in several of his works, including Mlzdn al-'amal 
and Ihya\ According to Madelung, as much as half of Mlzdn is derived from 
DharVa, and much of it also found its way into Ihya\ where portions of the 
DharVa are incorporated into al-Ghazall’s mystical ethics. 22 

Al-Ghazall does not acknowledge the works of al-Isfahani, but this does not 
signify a vendetta against al-Isfahani in particular; rather, it was the oral and 
written tradition of the time to draw upon the ideas, statements and composi¬ 
tions of previous authors without acknowledgement. Al-Ghazall rarely cites 
his sources. In his autobiography, he mentions specifically the names of Abu 
Talib al-Makki (d. 386/996) and al-Muhasibi (d. 243/857) as sources of inspira¬ 
tion for his Sufi ideas; al-Isfahani is not acknowledged at ah - in fact, there is 
no mention of al-Isfahani in any of al-Ghazall’s works. Though al-Ghazall was 
critical of Greek thought, it cannot be that he neglected mentioning al-Isfahani 
simply because his ethics were inspired by Greek ethics. Indeed, al-Ghazall 
was himself influenced by Greek philosophy, and he states in the Munqidh 
that there is no reason to reject philosophy if its wisdom does not contradict 
the Qur’an and Sunna. Despite this, however, al-Ghazall refutes allegations 
that he was inspired by the ancient philosophers; he responds, in a section on 
ethics, that he arrived at much of his ideas either through independent inves¬ 
tigation or from researching Sufi sources. For al-Ghazall, the wisdom of the 
philosophers ultimately came from the mystics or the Prophets. 23 Of course, 
al-Ghazall deliberately ignores Ibn Sina - whom he famously charges with 
blasphemy - even though some philosophical and psychological concepts 
filtered through to al-Ghazall by Avicennian channels. 24 


21 Al-Isfahani, Tafsll an-nash’atayni wa-tahsll as-sa’adatayni, ed. A. Najjar, Beirut, 1988, 
pp. 20-21. 

22 Wilferd Madelung, “Ar-Ragib al-Isfahani und die Ethik al-Gazalis,” p. 153. 

23 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh min ad-dalal. Majmu ' rasa’il al-imam al-Ghazall, ed., Ahmad 
Shamsuddln, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- c Ilmiyyah, 1988, p. 44; W. Montgomery Watt, 
Deliverance from Error and the Beginning of Guidance, Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 
2005, pp. 27-28. 

24 Jules Janssens, “al-Ghazzali and his use of Avicennian texts [xi],” in Problems in Arabic 
Philosophy, ed. M. Maroth, Pilisesala, The Avicenna Institute of Middle Eastern Studies, 
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Despite his critique of philosophy and his scepticism that reason could 
produce certitude, al-Ghazall wrote three philosophical works that prepared 
the ground for his subsequent systematic writings on theology: Mi'ydr al-'ilm 
(The Criterion of Knowledge), Mihakk an-nazar (The Touchstone of Thought) 
and Mizdn al- ’amal (The Scale of Action). Mi'ydr and Mihakk are works of logic, 
and Mizdn is a work of philosophical ethics. Al-Ghazall mentions Mi'ydr in 
several different places in Mizdn as his own book. This not only provides the 
internal evidence for the authorship of Mizdn, but also for its chronology as a 
work that followed Mi'ydr . 25 

Recent research by Janssens, al-Akiti and myself compared these two works 
and came to a similar conclusion about the close resemblance between them. 26 
Janssens provides a brief overview of similar passages in these two texts, 
including the duties of the teacher, in order to identify Dhari'a as a source for 
Mizdn. I compare these two texts in detail with reference to the duties of the 
student, and conclude that all ten duties in Mizdn can be traced to Dhari'a. A 
similar comparison is attempted in this article but with reference to the duties 
of the teacher. Thus, for a full picture of the intertextual relation of these two 
works the reader should also refer to my article dealing with the duties of the 
student. 

Al-Ghazall integrates philosophical, religious and Sufi elements in his Mizdn 
al- ‘amal, which, according to Madelung, was written before al-Ghazall’s period 
of retreat into Sufism (488/1095-499/1106); 27 according to al-Akiti, Mizdn is 


2003, pp. 37-49; cf. Janssens, Ibn Sina and his influence on the Arabic and Latin World, 
Ashgate: Variorum, 2006. 

25 See for example, Mizdn, p. 179, where al-Ghazall states: 'ala shurut allati dhakamahu fi 
Mi'ydr al ’ilm (“according to the rules [of logic] that we have mentioned in [the work 
entitled] Mi'ydr al-'ilm”). 

26 Previous research on al-Isfahani’s educational impact on al-Ghazall appeared in my The 
Path to Virtue: The Ethical Philosophy of al-Raghib al-Isfahani, chapter 10; see also my 
“The Ethics of Education: al-Isfaham’s al-Dhari'a as a Source of Inspiration for al-Ghazali’s 
Mizdn al-'Amal” in The Muslim World, ed. M. Afifi al-Akiti, 101 (4), 2011, pp. 633-657, for 
a comparison of the two texts with reference to the duties of the student. For a slight 
comparison, see also Jules Janssens, “Al-Ghazali’s Mizan al-Amal: An Ethical Summa 
based on Ibn Sina and al-Raghib al-Isfahani,” in Islamic Thought in the Middle Ages: stud¬ 
ies in text, transmission and translation, in honour of Hans Daiber, edited by Anna Akasoy 
and Wim Raven, Leiden: Brill, 2008, pp. 123-138. See also M. Afifi Alakiti, The Madnun 
of al-Ghazali: A Critical Edition of the Unpublished Major Madnun with Discussion of his 
Restricted Philosophical Corpus, 3 vols., dissertation, University of Oxford, 2008, vol. 1, 
pp. 92-93, nn. 235 and 238, for sections dealing with the connection between the Dhari'a 
and the Mizdn. 

27 Madelung, “ar-Raghib al-Isfahani und die Ethik al-Gazalis,” p. 152. 
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a philosophical work written before Tahajut, but after Ma'ary. In any case, it 
is clear that Mlzan is an earlier book, and represents al-Ghazall’s attempt to 
clarify his own thoughts about the relationship between philosophical ethics 
and Sufism. Mizan provided the rational justification for his Sufi oriented eth¬ 
ics in Ihya ’ and Ayyuha l-walad. We turn now to an in-depth comparison of the 
education section of DharVa and Mlzan. 


2 Duties of the Teacher in al-Isfaham 

The first duty of the teacher is “to be sympathetic to students and treat them 
as his children.” The teacher should not be a tyrant, but like a loving father, 
revered inasmuch as he imparts knowledge to the student that is useful both 
in this world and the Hereafter. 

The duty of the teacher is to treat his students as his children. He is more 
important to them than their own parents as Alexander responded when 
he was asked: ‘is your teacher more honoured to you than your father’? 
He replied: ‘Indeed my teacher, for he is the cause of my eternal life but 
my father is the cause of my transient life’. The Prophet (s) also stated: 
“I am to you like a father.” So the teacher of virtue should follow the 
Prophet’s example as he is the successor of the Prophet in guiding peo¬ 
ple. Like the Prophet, the teacher should be kind to his student as God 
states: He [Muhammad] is deeply concerned for you and full of kindness 
and a mercy towards the believers [emphasis added]. 28 

As children love their father and siblings, so should students love their teacher 
and their colleagues. The teacher’s relationship with students - even the ones 
who misbehave - should be based on love and sympathy. 

The second duty of the teacher is to gently, not bluntly, dissuade the stu¬ 
dent from misbehaviour. Implicit dissuasion is more effective than explicit dis¬ 
suasion for five reasons. One of the reasons is that explicit dissuasion incites 
rebellion: 

The Prophet said: ‘If people were prohibited from making porridge from 
the camel’s dung, they would have done it, stating, “We would not have 


28 Dhari’a, p. 244; Q. 9:128. The translation of this verse and all subsequent verses are by 
Majid Fakhry in The Qur’an: A Modem English Version, London: Garnet Publishing House, 
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been forbidden to do it if there had not been some good in it.” ’ An apt 
example of this is when Adam and Eve were commanded not to eat the 
forbidden fruit from the tree. 29 

The autocratic method of teaching makes the student stubborn and dog¬ 
gedly determined to violate prohibitions. A gentle and subtle approach is 
recommended. 

The third duty of the teacher is to follow the example of the Prophet who 
did not expect payment for knowledge that God had granted him. 

The teacher should know that selling knowledge for worldly gain violates 
divine wisdom. God has intended wealth [as a means of] providing food 
and clothes for the body. And the body is intended to serve the soul, and 
the soul intended to serve knowledge. Knowledge is the master to be 
served and should not serve anything else; but wealth should be the ser¬ 
vant, not master of anything. Thus, he who uses knowledge to serve 
wealth has made knowledge a servant, when it should be the master to be 
served. 30 

The fourth duty 31 of the teacher/sage (hakim) and scholar ('alim) is to protect 
the ignorant student from pursuing the inner realities of knowledge, and to 
limit his knowledge in accordance with his understanding. The teacher should 
impart that which is within the grasp of the student, in order to prevent him 
from being confused and averse to the subject. In substantiation, al-Isfahani 
quotes two sayings from the Prophet and one attributed to Jesus: 

The Prophet said: ‘Speak to people according to the knowledge they pos¬ 
sess, and refrain from [talking about] that which they have no knowl¬ 
edge, or is it that you would have God and His Prophet to be belied?’ The 
Prophet also said: ‘When you talk to people about a matter they do not 
understand, they will go away.’Jesus, the son of Mary, said: ‘Impart not 
wisdom to those who cannot absorb it; this is itself a violation of wisdom. 
Impart it to those who can understand, otherwise (withholding) it will be 
an injustice to them. Be like the intelligent physician who only dispenses 
medicine when it will be beneficial.’ 32 


29 Dhari’a, p. 245. 

30 Ibid., p. 246. 

31 Ibid., pp. 247-250. 

32 Ibid., pp. 247-248. 
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The teacher should therefore give instruction in knowledge that the student 
will be responsive to, and he should speak to him according to his level of 
understanding. 33 

Al-Isfahanl then explains the criteria to be considered when instruct¬ 
ing students with advanced knowledge and wisdom. Substantiating his case 
with Qur’anic verses and a hadith, he espouses the view that on the Day of 
Judgment the teacher will be punished for withholding knowledge from the 
deserving and will be likewise punished for disclosing knowledge to the non¬ 
deserving. The non-deserving are like orphans that are not mentally matured 
and so cannot be entrusted with wealth. Such orphans are likely to abuse it and 
in the process destroy themselves and others. 

Just as it is incumbent on the sages, 34 if they find the feeble-minded 
attain the age of maturity, they should remove all obstacles in their way, 
and hand over to them responsibility for their own wealth as God states: 
Test orphans until they reach marriageable age; then, if you find they have 
sound judgment, hand over their property to them [emphasis added]; 35 
similarly, sages who find the mature seekers of guidance receptive to 
knowledge should impart knowledge to them in accordance with their 
merit. Knowledge is an acquirement that leads to the eternal life, but 
wealth is an acquisition by which we are assisted in this worldly life. The 
[teacher] who imparts knowledge to the non-deserving should be pun¬ 
ished, but if he withholds knowledge from the deserving who is receptive 
to it, he should also be punished. 36 

Al-Isfahanl distinguishes between the layman and the elite. The layman should 
not slacken in his commitment to the revealed law; otherwise, doubt will enter 
his soul. 37 A restless person seeking knowledge of reality, however, should be 
encouraged to specialise in certain areas of knowledge, 38 and to attain to the 


33 Ibid., p.249. 

34 Ibid., p. 249, the Cairo edition has the word hukkdm, but the Isfahan edition reads hukama’ 
(sages). 

35 Cf. Q. 4:6. 

36 Dhari'a, p. 249. 

3 7 Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant, pp. 306-308. Rosenthal states that al-Isfahanl assigned 

value to doubt, inasmuch as it might lead to obtaining certainty; al-Isfahanl was also con¬ 
scious of the role of doubt in creating sectarianism and disunity in the Muslim commu¬ 
nity. Doubt was therefore not something he would recommend for the general public, but 
only for mature students and advanced scholars. 

38 Dhari'a, pp. 249-250. 
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level of the intellectual elite. On the other hand, the wicked and mentally weak 
should be prevented from such specialization. The ordinary layman, for his 
part, should rather keep to his craft or trade; the teacher should not expect him 
to specialize in a particular branch of knowledge. If the ordinary person does 
specialize he may neglect his craft, which is important for the development of 
the land ( 'imara). 

Whoever is preoccupied with the development of the earth, whether in a 
trade or profession, must confine himself only to the amount of knowledge 
that befits his social standing and requirements for the general worship of 
God. The only other knowledge permitted such a layman is the knowledge that 
fills his soul with the desire for paradise and the fear of hell-fire, as mentioned 
in the Qur’an. Doubt and confusion should not be instilled in such a person. 39 

Furthermore: 

If a person in early advanced communities comes forward to the edu¬ 
cated to specialise in philosophy and true knowledge to surpass the level 
of the masses and to attain the level of the elite, he will be tested first. If 
he does not have a [philosophical] temperament, or is ill-prepared for 
such knowledge, he should be discouraged and prevented from pursuing 
it. But if he is good-natured and receptive to learning, then he must enter 
the House of Wisdom provided that he is committed to it. He should then 
not be allowed to leave [the House] until he has acquired all the knowl¬ 
edge demanded of him or unless he dies. 40 

Gradation in knowledge and method is central to al-IsfahanTs educational phi¬ 
losophy. The teacher should gently correct the student and earnestly discour¬ 
age him from knowledge beyond his grasp. The student or layman who is not 
ready for higher knowledge should keep to his own study or profession; this 
prevents confusion and laxity in commitment to the revealed law and craft. 

The Fifth Duty 

The fifth duty is for the teacher to set a moral example and to practice what 
he preaches. Al-Isfahani uses the term ‘the preacher’ ( al-wa'iz ) here instead. 
The preacher, also an educator, is the intermediary between the sage and the 
common folk; the sage, after all, cannot communicate directly with the masses. 
This is not his fault, but the shortcoming of the common folk who cannot 
understand him. To facilitate the transfer of knowledge from the sage to the 


39 Ibid., pp. 249-250. 

40 Ibid., p. 250. 



THE DUTIES 


THE TEACHER 


197 


common man, the preacher acquires wisdom from the sage and passes that 
wisdom to the masses according to their understanding; by this mechanism, 
the wisdom of the sages filters through to the common folk. 

The preacher can only affect the common folk by his moral example. This 
is consistent with the first duty of the student in al-Isfahani, which is to purify 
the soul of vices. The preacher’s moral example is crucial to effecting moral 
transformation; students are inclined to follow the preacher’s visible actions, 
not his audible words. As such, a good preacher should be like the sun that sup¬ 
plies the moon with light rays, yet contains itself more than what it radiates; 
this is like fire, which melts iron, yet itself has a greater glow than the iron. The 
Qur’an describes the antithesis of such a person: 

[You will find] among the people a person whose discourse about life in 
this world displeases you, and who calls God to vouch for what is in his 
heart, although he is your worst enemy. And when he departs, he roams 
the land sowing corruption therein and destroying crops and livestock; 
but God does not like corruption. 41 

As mentioned, the preacher benefits people more through his outer actions 
than his inner knowledge, inasmuch as his inner knowledge cannot be seen, 
but his external actions can be; al-Isfahani compares the preacher’s relation¬ 
ship to the masses with the doctor’s role with his patients. If the doctor tells 
people to avoid poisonous food, but eats it himself, his behaviour would appear 
preposterous. Similarly, the preacher who acts immorally 42 likewise appears 
preposterous. Another analogy is the relation between the printer and the 
printed, or the shadow and the possessor of the shadow. 

It is said that the preacher compared to the preached is like the printer 
compared to the printed. Just as it is impossible to imprint into clay that 
which is not sketched in the engraver, it is impossible for the soul of the 
preached to obtain virtue when it is absent in the soul of the preacher. 
Thus, if the preacher’s speech is devoid of action, the preached will only 
learn from his speech but not his action. Also, the relationship of the 
preached and the preacher is like the relation between the shadow and 
the possessor of the shadow. As it is impossible for the shadow to be 
crooked when its possessor is [standing] straight up, so it is impossible 


41 Ibid., p. 254; cf. Q. 2:204-205. 

42 Ibid. 
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for the preached to be upright while the preacher is crooked in 
character. 43 

Thus, the teacher should be a moral example for the student, who learns by 
imitation. If the teacher is corrupt, the child will learn to be corrupt; if the 
teacher is morally upright, the child will learn to be morally upright. Good 
character is a matter of habit. If the teacher practices good habits, the child 
will try to follow his good example. 


3 Duties of the Teacher Compared with al-Ghazali 

Al-IsfahanI identifies five main duties of the teacher; in al-Ghazali there are 
eight duties of the teacher. These duties will be compared, pointing out simi¬ 
larities and differences with respect to content and style. To avoid repetition 
we will only compare the passages in Mlzan with similar passages in DharVa. 
As will be seen, al-Ghazali relies heavily on al-Isfaham’s structure and argu¬ 
ment, adding or excising very little. 

The first duty, as noted above, is to treat students with love and affection, 
just as one would treat one’s own children. The passage containing this first 
duty 44 in al-Ghazali is shorter than al-Isfaham’s, but the idea is the same and 
the style is similar. They both quote the same hadith about the Prophet being a 
father to his companions, and the same statement from Alexander describing 
the greater respect accorded to the teacher compared to the parent. 45 They 
both quote two of the same Qur’anic verses. The passages are not identical, but 
they have a similar style and use of citations. The difference is that verses 9:128 
and 19:5-6 are absent in the Mlzan; furthermore, the sentence which reads “all 
scholars are travelling towards God, the Almighty, and they are treading the 
path that requires the fostering of love” is absent in the DharVa. 

The second duty, corresponding to the fourth duty 46 in al-Ghazali, is to 
dissuade the student from evil ways, implicitly rather than explicitly; explicit 
dissuasion will not prevent the evil action of the sinner, but will instead 
make him more determined in his vile action. Al-Ghazali is brief, leaving out 


43 Ibid., p. 255. 

44 Mlzan, p. 363^ 

45 Al-Ghazali mentions the same idea in the Munqidh-, however, no hadith or quotation from 
Alexander is cited there. See al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh, p. 81; Watt, Deliverance from Error, 
p. 81. 

46 Mlzan, p. 364b cf. al-Ghazali, Letter to a Disciple, p. 42, p. 54. 
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al-Isfahani’s five reasons for gentle dissuasion, though he quotes the same 
hadith about making porridge from the camel’s dung and the story of Adam 
and Eve who ate the forbidden fruit. He omits the poetic verse mentioned in 
DharVa. 

The third duty, which corresponds with the second duty 47 in Mizan, is to 
imitate the Prophet, who was instructed by God not to accept any form of 
remuneration for services and to maintain an attitude of detachment from the 
world. We know that this attitude of detachment became the turning point in 
al-Ghazall’s fife; leaving Baghdad to follow the path of asceticism, he aimed to 
overcome pride, develop sincerity by doing things to please God, not for fame 
and wealth. Al-Ghazall states in his autobiography: 

It had already become clear to me that I had no hope of the bliss of the 
world to come save through a God-fearing life and the withdrawal of 
myself from vain desire. [...] It was also clear that this was only to be 
achieved by turning away from wealth and position and fleeing from all 
time-consuming entanglements. [...] After that I examined my motive in 
my work of teaching, and realized that it was not a pure desire for the 
things of God, but that the impulse moving me was the desire for an 
influential position and public recognition. I saw for certain that I was on 
a brink of a crumbling bank of sand and in imminent danger of hell-fire 
unless I set about to mend my ways. 48 

Both al-Isfahani and al-Ghazall quote the same Qur’anic verse: “Say: No reward 
for this do I ask of you.” 49 Both presumably intend this verse to stress the 
importance of sincerity in transmitting knowledge; knowledge should be pur¬ 
sued or taught not for the sake of wealth or position, but for the sake of God. 
Both agree that wealth is inferior to knowledge: wealth should serve the body 
and knowledge should serve the soul; neither should one be mastered by the 
acquisition or exercise of affluence. Al-Isfahani develops the point logically, 
showing the relations of the lower external virtues to the soul: wealth serves 
food and clothes, which in turn serves the body, which in turn serves knowl¬ 
edge, which in turn serves the soul. Al-Ghazall makes the same point, using the 
same Arabic words, but does not mention that wealth serves food and clothes. 


47 Mizan, p. 366f. 

48 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, in Majmu’ah rasd’il al-Imam al-Ghazall, Beirut: Dar 
al-Kutub al- c Ilmiyyah, 1986, p. 59; cf. Montgomery Watt, al-Ghazall: Deliverancefrom Error, 

pp. 48-49- 

49 Q- 6:90. 
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This is a minor difference. Al-Isfahani states: “Knowledge is served, not a ser¬ 
vant, and wealth is a servant, not served” ( fa-L-’iLm makhdum ghayr khadim 
wa-L-mal khadim ghayr makhdum). This sentence is repeated almost verbatim 
in Mizan, except that ghayr is replaced with laysa. 

The fourth duty of al-Isfahani corresponds to the sixth duty 50 in al-Ghazall. 
The teacher’s duty is to instruct in accordance with what is in the grasp of the 
student. This prevents the student from becoming confused and from loath¬ 
ing the subject. To substantiate the trueness of this duty al-Isfahani quotes 
four hadith, a saying from Jesus, a saying from ‘All, and five Qur’anic verses. 
Al-Ghazall quotes the same four hadith, the same saying from Jesus, and three 
of the same Qur’anic verses. These many quotations tend to affect the coher¬ 
ence of the style for the modern reader. However, for the Arabic reader, they 
press home the central message that the teacher should not withhold knowl¬ 
edge from those students who are ready for it, nor impart knowledge to those 
who are not ready for it. 

The second part of the fourth duty in al-Isfahani corresponds with the sev¬ 
enth duty 51 in al-Ghazall. The teacher’s duty is to teach the basics to the slow 
student. If he teaches the advanced sciences he will confuse the student, who 
will as a result neglect his worship and his craft, never attaining the level of the 
elite. The craft is important for the development of the earth (' imarat al-ard), 
which benefits society greatly. Al-Ghazall shares the same idea as al-Isfahani 
with slight differences in style. Some sentences are almost identical, and 
others are reformulated. Unlike al-Isfahani, al-Ghazall mentions the need for 
honesty and trustworthiness in the craft. For both, the craft is not an end in 
itself, but a means to benefit the society. The society’s welfare in turn is instru¬ 
mental to the welfare of the hereafter. This is consistent with the idea that 
wealth should serve the body and the body should serve the soul. Thus, all 
activity, be it a craft or the pursuit of science, must lead to the purification of 
the soul, and ultimately to happiness in the hereafter. 

For al-Isfahani a student who is wicked or does not have the intellectual 
ability should be prevented from specializing in a particular branch of knowl¬ 
edge and entering the House of Wisdom; but if he is good-natured and intel¬ 
lectually capable, he should be encouraged to enter the House of Wisdom, and 
should remain there till his death or until he has acquired all the knowledge 
expected of him 52 Al-Ghazall concurs with al-Isfahani that a wicked student, 
or one with a bad character, should be prevented from any study of a higher 


50 Mizan, pp. 365-367; cf. al-Ghazall, Letter to a Disciple, p. 46. 

51 Mizan, pp. 369-370. 

52 DharVa, pp. 249-250. 
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order. He does not mention, like al-Isfahani, that he should remain in the insti¬ 
tution until his death. To describe the academic institution, al-Isfahani uses 
Dar al-Hikmah (House of Wisdom) and al-Ghazall uses Dar al- llm (House of 
Knowledge). 

The fifth duty of al-Isfahani deals with the preacher, who acts as an interme¬ 
diary between himself and the common folk, and who ought to set the moral 
example as people are more inclined to imitate the outward actions of the 
teacher. This corresponds with the eighth duty 53 of the teacher in al-Ghazall, 
who does not mention the word ‘preacher’ as the intermediary, but the ‘teacher.’ 

The teacher’s action should not contradict his words, for that will drive 
people from seeking his guidance and from the right path. While knowl¬ 
edge is comprehended through the mind, action is comprehended 
through the eyes. The people who see with their eyes (ashab al-basa'ir) 
are far greater in number compared to those who see through their 
minds. He should focus more on refining his actions than on improving 
and disseminating knowledge. 54 

They both give the example of the doctor who warns people not to take some¬ 
thing poisonous, but then consumes it himself. Al-Isfahani specifically uses 
poisonous food as an example; for his part, al-Ghazall names anything that 
is poisonous. Unlike al-Isfahani, al-Ghazall mentions that people might even 
be enticed to taste the poisonous substance that the doctor has prohibited. 
Their motivation, al-Ghazall suggests, is that the doctor may be regarded as 
selfishly withholding from the patient what he himself enjoys. They both share 
the analogy of the printer and the printed; but al-Isfahani develops the analogy 
in a more complete and logical manner: 

Just as it is not possible to imprint into clay that which is not sketched in 
the engraver, it is not possible for the soul of the preached to obtain vir¬ 
tue when it is absent in the preacher 55 

In al-Ghazall, “the relation between the guide and the guided is like the rela¬ 
tionship between the stamp and the clay.” 56 


53 Mizan, pp. 370-372; cf. al-Ghazali, Letter to a Disciple, p. 50, for the use of the word 
“preacher.” 

54 Ibid., p. 371. 

55 DharVa, p. 254. 

56 Mizan, p. 371. 
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Al-Isfahani also gives the example of the shadow and the possessor of the 
shadow; al-Ghazall gives the relatively analogous relationship between the 
shadow and the cane: that is, if a cane is curved, the shadow of the cane cannot 
be straight. They both cite the same hadith about bad innovation. Al-Isfahani 
quotes five Qur’anic verses. Al-Ghazall quotes one verse from siirat al-Baqarah 
commanding mankind to practice what is preached; for the same divine com¬ 
mand, al-Isfahani quotes from siirat as-Saff. 

Here again, the duty of the teacher to practice what he preaches is strongly 
emphasised by al-Ghazall; this has clearly preoccupied his mind before his 
departure from Baghdad, and this may partly explain his sense of guilt and 
depression during his spiritual crisis. As a case in point, al-Ghazall attacks Ibn 
Sina’s attitude towards khamr, or wine. In his autobiography al-Ghazall is criti¬ 
cal of those people who are polite to Islam, but do “not refrain from drinking 
wine and various immoral practices.” Seeking to justify their habits, they assure 
themselves that they are “sufficiently wise to guard against” the enmity which 
is wine’s direct product. Al-Ghazall refers to Ibn Slna who, although praising 
the revealed law, acknowledges that he drinks wine, albeit for medicinal pur¬ 
poses, not for pleasure . 57 Al-Ghazall argues that it is precisely Ibn Sina’s well- 
regarded philosophical mind that will cause others to imitate him. The other 
extreme is that people reject the rational sciences, partly due to the laxity of 
morals. Thus, al-Ghazall was not only concerned with the problem of lapsed 
morals, but also the problem of the neglect of the rational sciences. 

From the foregoing we note that these five duties in al-Isfahani correspond 
to the duties in al-Ghazall. From al-Isfaham’s fourth duty, he derives the sixth 
and seventh duties; thus, the five duties in al-Isfahani are equal to the six duties 
in al-Ghazall. Al-Ghazall added two more duties (the third and fifth), which 
gives us a total of eight duties of the teacher. We shall now turn to an exposi¬ 
tion of these two additional duties. 

Al-GhazalFs third duty 58 is that the teacher should not withhold from the 
student any advice or allow him to attempt the work of any grade unless he 
is qualified for it. Furthermore, he should be reminded that the purpose of 
knowledge is not for worldly pleasure and power, but for the sake of God and 
the happiness of the hereafter. However, should he intend to pursue knowl¬ 
edge for the sake of power and prestige, he should not be stopped. 

If [the teacher] notices a person who seeks knowledge only for position 
or boasting with scholars, he should not be prevented from study. His 


57 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh, p. 74; Montgomery Watt, Deliverance from Error, p. 69. 

58 Mizan, p. 36sf. 
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preoccupation with learning with such an [ignoble] intention is better 
than evading learning, for the knowledge he acquires could make him 
aware of the hereafter and its realities . 59 

Al-Ghazall states that such people may do things for the sake of boasting, but 
eventually realize the insincerity of their intention. His autobiography tells 
us that al-Ghazall studied for the sake of fame, but came to realize his insin¬ 
cere intention, and so resolved to shun worldliness and to purify his soul of all 
vices . 60 Not surprisingly, therefore, al-Ghazall has a tolerant approach to such 
boastful students. He knows from his own experience that he was boastful 
himself at one stage, but this did not prevent him from coming to a realization 
of his vice and resolving to improve. It is his knowledge of right and wrong that 
saved him; or rather it is ultimately through God’s grace that he was saved, for 
it is God that endowed him with this knowledge. Echoing his own life experi¬ 
ences, al-Ghazall declares that the arrogant student should continue to pursue 
knowledge in the hope that it would sensitise him to his proud ego. Al-Ghazall 
himself chose knowledge over ignorance, which enabled him to be more criti¬ 
cal of his own vices. 

Al-Ghazall’s fifth duty 61 is an original contribution, and cannot be traced to 
a source in al-Isfahanl. Al-Ghazall warns that a teacher should never disparage 
other sciences in front of students, lest they become discouraged in pursuing 
those sciences; for example, teachers of jurisprudence should not disparage 


59 Ibid., p. 365. This duty should not be confused with the seventh duty of the teacher, which 
is to prevent a student of bad character from further study. Possessing the wrong motives 
for study, however, does not imply a corrupt character; a person who studies for the sake 
of fame can always correct himself later in life, knowledge apparently conferring, in its 
attainment, a benefic effect. 

60 The idea of tolerating the boastful student being able to change is another piece of 
evidence suggesting that the MIzan was written just after al-Ghazali's departure from 
Baghdad; after all, it was through his own experience of boastfulness that enabled 
al-Ghazall to realise the way of the Sufis and to make the change for the better. There is a 
statement in the Ihya‘, however, which confirms to him that this realization comes from 
experience and personal observation: see the third duty of the teacher in the Iliya’, “There 
is no better proof for this than personal experience and observation”; cf. Nabih Amin 
Faris, al-Ghazzali the book of Knowledge, Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1979, p. 148. This 
statement is absent in the third duty of the MIzan, which implies that al-Ghazall must 
have added it to the MIzan when reformulating the duty in the lhya’. This is further evi¬ 
dence that the MIzan could not have been written after the lhya’ as assumed by M. Watt; 
the statement in the third duty of the Ihya' was as a result of the eleven years of spiritual 
experience and search. 

61 MIzan, p. 365. 
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the rational sciences. Interestingly, there is no mention of the rational sciences 
(al-’alum al-'aqliyya) in the education section of Ihya\ In its place, al-Ghazall 
states that the teachers of jurisprudence should not belittle the teachers of the 
science of hadith. Perhaps this suggests that during the time of writing Mlzan, 
al-Ghazall was still in his philosophical phase, and so looked more favourably 
towards the philosophical sciences than in the later period after his conversion 
to Sufism . 62 In his Munqidh, al-Ghazall expresses his concern for those who 
are impressed with the philosophers’ mathematical precision, but then end 
up blindly following their corrupt ways and beliefs . 63 Here again, he must have 
had Ibn Sina in mind as an example of such a philosopher. People who are cap¬ 
tivated by such philosophers should be restrained from pursuing the sciences. 
This point accords with the sixth duty of the teacher in Mlzan; the caution in 
Mlzan, however, seems to be directed mainly at dialectical theology or kalam, 
which can confuse the masses. The idea of respecting all the sciences, however, 
is consistent with the tenth duty of the student in al-Ghazall . 64 

The teacher should rather make the student aware of the value of the 
knowledge that is above his level so that he can be preoccupied with it once he 
has completed the branch of knowledge that he is currently studying. If he is 
studying two subjects concurrently , 65 he should rather finish the study of the 
one, and then complete the other, taking care of the importance of gradation 
in learning . 66 

As can be observed from the preceding comparisons, al-Ghazall adopts the 
five duties of al-Isfahanl. He divides the fifth duty into two separate duties, 
and adds two of his own duties that cannot be found in the Dharl'a. In our 
comparison of the five duties of al-Isfahanl with the eight duties in al-Ghazall, 
we noted that the ideas are basically the same, with some minor differences. 
The quotations from the Qur’an, hadith, and poetic verses are mostly identical, 
used for the same topic, and presented in the same sequence. For some duties, 
al-Ghazali cites fewer Qur’anic verses than al-Isfahanl; in one duty al-Ghazall 
quotes a different Qur’anic verse to express the same meaning and message. 
He appears to have used DharVa as a rough draft to select, delete and recon¬ 
struct a new systematic and coherent discussion on the duties of the teacher. 


62 This further supports the assertion that the Mlzan was written when al-Ghazall was still 
in his philosophical and theological phase in Baghdad, or shortly after his departure from 
the capital. 

63 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh, p. 38; Watt, Deliverance from Error, pp. 21-22. 

64 See Mohamed, “The Ethics of Education”, pp. 633-657. 

65 The idea of concurrent subjects is not mentioned in the Ihya‘. 

66 Mlzan, p. 366. 
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Al-Ghazall does not extract the duties from DharVa slavishly, but adapts them 
to his own context. He paraphrases some passages from it and adopts some 
passages or sentences with minor changes such as using a different analogy or 
a different term. The DharVa is not just a static source that al-Ghazall simply 
picks from and rearranges, but he refashions the material into alternative fields 
of interpretation. Al-Ghazall responds to the source text; he does not merely 
agree with it, but recasts it for his own purpose, namely, to suit the theme of 
Mlzan, which is partly a preparation for his Sufi ethics. Needless to say, this was 
not his only source of inspiration; he was also inspired by Ibn Slna, insofar as a 
reactive attack can be considered inspiration. Al-Ghazall was also inspired by 
the early Sufi masters such as al-Muhasibi, and tried to provide a philosophical 
basis for the Sufi emphasis on the purification of the self. 

In terms of content, both al-Ghazall and al-Isfahani deal with ethics as a 
practical science to be lived. This is the key to true education, which must lead 
to the intuitive knowledge of God. This higher knowledge is achieved when 
the soul is purified of vices and adorned with virtue. It is only then that it 
becomes receptive to the true knowledge of God. Since the focus of ethics is 
practical, the teacher should not only teach, but also embody the moral vir¬ 
tues through his personal example. Knowledge and practice must go together, 
and the teacher must embody exemplary conduct so that good qualities can 
pass to his students. For both al-Isfahani and al-Ghazall, education should be 
a means of controlling the lower self by the higher faculty of reason through 
a process of moral training. The establishment of good moral habits will lead 
the student to acquire virtues until his self can express them naturally, without 
any conscious effort. This philosophical basis of ethics is not new in al-Isfahani 
and al-Ghazall; it has its precedents in the Aristotelian ethical legacy. What is 
new, rather, is that these two figures directed this purification to the intuitive 
knowledge of God. This higher knowledge of God is also the ultimate goal of 
the Sufis; in light of this, al-Ghazall provided a way to arrive at this knowledge 
through the practical program of Sufi meditation and obedience to the teacher 
or spiritual master . 67 


Conclusion 

Mlzan al-’amat provided al-Ghazall with a philosophical basis for a Sufi- 
oriented ethics, which he later developed in detail in the Ihyd\ We cannot also 
ignore the influence of Miskawayh, but the philosophical thrust of his ethics 


67 Al-Ghazali, Letter to a Disciple, p. 34. 
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filtered through to al-Isfahanl, whose DharVa became a mediating source of 
philosophical ethics for al-Ghazafi. 

Thus, al-Ghazali uses DharVa as a primary source for his educational duties 
and even for most of his quotations from the Qur’an and hadith, which he cites 
mostly in the same context and the same order as al-Isfahanl. Al-Ghazafi is not 
a plagiarist, however, but utilizes DharVa as a framework, refashioning it and 
originally rewriting it into a systematic exposition of the duties of the teacher. 
Al-Ghazafi later incorporated all of these duties of the teacher into IhycV with 
little modification. Al-Ghazafi’s Mlzan is richer and more systematic, and this 
may be attributed to his talent in exploiting his primary sources, including the 
DharVa to the fullest. Though the DharVa cannot be reduced to a simple source 
from which we can measure contours of textual difference, it provides a highly 
relevant, pre-written text that al-Ghazali variously adapts to provide alterna¬ 
tive textual possibilities. Al-Ghazafi does not only rewrite parts of DharVa, but 
also re-presents the Qur’anic ethics of al-Isfahanl to suit a new readership that 
is both philosophical and Sufi-minded. 

Al-Ghazafi’s ethics is directed, both in terms of his method and aim, at the 
knowledge of God ( ma'rifa ). The Sufi slant to his educational ethics is most 
concisely formulated in his Letter to a Disciple, which echoes some duties of 
the teacher in Mlzan, although the former is specifically meant for his own 
disciples in Tus. This is one of the last works written in the Sufi lodge in Tus, 
where he acted as a Sufi master, or murshid, and provided practical guidance 
to his disciples . 68 

It is hoped that this chapter will contribute to a better understanding of the 
sources that shaped al-Ghazafi’s ethical thought and writing as contained in 
Mlzan, a book which provided the intellectual clarification and justification 
for connecting ethics as a practical science to Sufism. Al-Ghazafi used it as a 
touchstone for a detailed practical programme of ethical action in IhycV. The 
IhycV, in turn, had an impact on later Jewish 69 and Christian thinkers. 


68 Ibid., p. 16, p. 24. 

69 See for example, al-Ghazali’s duties of the teacher and the student in the Book of 
Knowledge in the Ihya’, and the clear parallels with the duties of teachers and students 
in Maimonide’s Book of Knowledge-, cf. Steven Harvey, “al-Ghazali and Maimonides and 
their Books of Knowledge” in Jay M. Harris, ed. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2005. Thanks to the author for supplying me with this article; see also the contributions 
by Harvey, Ivry, and Takahashi in this present volume. 



CHAPTER 10 


Revisiting al-Ghazali’s Crisis through His Scale for 
Action (Mizan al-Amal) 


Kenneth Garden 


Accounts of al-GhazalT’s life and thought have traditionally divided both into 
two distinct phases: an early phase spent as a traditional religious scholar, and 
a later phase spent as a Sufi. This division is based on al-Ghazali’s own account 
of his life in his Delivererfrom Error ( Al-Munqidh min ad-dalal). According to 
this book, the transition came in 488/1095, when the forty year old Muslim 
intellectual concluded a life-long quest for a criterion for certain knowledge by 
embracing Sufism, having previously investigated and rejected kalam, philoso¬ 
phy, and Isma'Tli Shiism. Actually embarking upon Sufi practice, though, came 
only at the end of a long internal struggle against his attachment to his worldly 
position as head of the Nizamiyya madrasa in Nishapur. Only a spiritual break¬ 
down that left him unable to speak or digest food forced him to renounce his 
position and pursue the Sufi path; it was through this path that he aimed to 
attain both the certain knowledge of his original quest and also salvation. 
Thereafter, his spiritual practice and writings would be dedicated to Sufism. 

The account in the Deliverer was the starting point of all major al-Ghazall 
biographies for over a century, but acceptance of it has eroded over the past 
two decades. There can be little doubt now that the rejection of philosophy 
and embrace of Sufism that al-Ghazall describes in the Deliverer was a deliber¬ 
ate misrepresentation of his own thought. His writings after 488/1095 betray a 
profound debt to the philosophy he claims to have rejected, especially to the 
thought of Ibn Sina. * 1 This is true even in his great masterpiece The Revival of 


* I would like to thank Georges Tamer for graciously hosting the conference that occasioned 
this article and the exchange of ideas that improved it. 

1 Al-Ghazali’s debt to Ibn Sina had been noticed by earlier scholars, such as Mohamed 
Sherif, Ghazali’s Theory of Virtue, Albany: suny Press, 1975. But the breakthrough studies 
on this subject were written by Richard Frank, especially Creation and the Cosmic System: 
al-Ghazali & Avicenna, Abhandlungen der Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften 
Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitatsverlag, 1992, and Al-Ghazall and the Ash’arite School, 
Curham: Duke University Press, 1994. Further important work has been done by Jules 
Janssens, “Al-Ghazzali’s Tahafut : Is it Really a Rejection of Ibn Sina's Philosophy?,” Journal 
of Islamic Studies 12, no. 1 (2001), pp. 1-17; Frank Griffel, Al-Ghazali's Philosophical Theology, 
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the Religious Sciences (Ihyff ’uLum ad-din), long portrayed as an encyclopedic 
exposition of his new-found Sufism. Furthermore, The Delivererfrom Error, in 
which he presents his account, has been shown to be an artful construct that 
aims to establish its author’s authority and to deflect charges of being a phi¬ 
losopher and Isma'Ili. * 2 

Still, we know that 488/1095 did represent a turning point in his life. He did 
renounce his position at the Nizamiyya madrasa in Baghdad. We know that, 
even if philosophy continued to play an important role in his thought and writ¬ 
ing, he did present himself as a Sufi for the remainder of his post-Baghdad life. 
How far, then, must we go in questioning the account in the Deliverer, and 
what more can we learn about al-Ghazall’s famous departure from Baghdad 
that would be more in keeping with what we know about the development of 
his thought? 

This article will turn to a different source to re-examine the significance of 
al-Ghazali’s crisis and renunciation of his position and public teaching. If the 
Revival of the Religious Sciences, a work of ethics, was the major expression of 
al-Ghazali’s post-Baghdad thought, then we can expect his ethical writing on 
the eve of his departure to reflect his deliberations leading up to this turning 
point. Such a work exists in the form of Mizan al-’amal, The Scale of Action, a 
short book al-Ghazall wrote in 488/1095. 3 The Scale shows al-Ghazall in a very 


Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009: M. Afifi al-Akiti, “The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly of 
Falsafa: al-Ghazali’s Madnun, Tahafut, andMaqasid, with Particular Attention to their Falsafi 
Treatments of God’s Knowledge of Temporal Events,” in Avicenna and His Legacy: A Golden 
Age of Science and Philosophy, ed. Y. Tzvi Langermann, Tumhout, Belgium: Brepolis, 2009, 
pp. 51-100; and Alexander Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought: Al-Ghazali’s Theory 
of Mystical Cognition and its Avicennian Foundation, London and New York: Routledge, 2011. 

2 See Franz Rosenthal, “Die Arabische Autobiographie,” Analecta Orientalia 14, no. Studia 
Arabica 1 (1937), pp. 1-40; Josef van Ess, “Quelques remarques sur le Munqidh min ad-dalal," 
in Ghazali: La raison et le miracle, Table ronde UNESCO, 9-10 decembre 1985, ed. A.-M. Turki, 
Paris: Editions Maisonneuve et Larose, 1987, pp. 57-68; Stephen Menn, “The Discourse on 
the Method and the Tradition of Intellectual Autobiography,” in Hellenistic and Early Modem 
Philosophy, ed. Jon Miller and Brad Inwood, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003; 
Kenneth Garden, “Coming Down from the Mountaintop: Al-Ghazali’s Autobiographical 
Writings in Context,” Muslim World 101, no. 4 (2011), pp. 581-596; The First Islamic Reviver: Abu 
Hamid al-Ghazall and his Revival of the Religious Sciences, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013, pp. 153-155- 

3 Hourani dates the Scale to 488/1095, by situating it before his departure from Baghdad, but 
after two other works to which it is related. He points out that the Scale refers six times to The 
Standard of Knowledge ( Mi'yar al- ‘ilm), a work on logic. He presents the Standard, in turn, as 
an appendix to the The Incoherence (or, as Treiger has recently argued, Precipitance) of the 
Philosophers (Tahafut alfalasifa), which refers to the Standard as a work already written. In 
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different frame of mind than the one depicted in the Deliverer, and dealing 
with a very different set of issues than the quest for certain knowledge and 
salvation. The author of the Scale appears supremely self-confident, not 
wracked by spiritual turmoil. He is concerned not with epistemological cer¬ 
tainty, but with methods of attaining felicity ( sa’ada ) in the afterlife, a state 
above the salvation ( najat ) of the majority, and the fact that so few are moved 


the introduction to the Standard, al-Ghazali states that he wrote the book for two reasons, 
one of which was to clarify terms used in The Precipitance, which strengthens the inference 
that the two works are of a piece. In the conclusion of the Standard, al-Ghazali announces 
his intention to write the Scale on the topic of practice ('amal), though as a stand-alone 
work for those with no desire to read the Standard. The Precipitance is thought to have been 
written in 487/1094, which makes a very good case for dating the Scale to 488/1095. See George 
Hourani, “A Revised Chronology of Ghazali's Writings,” Journal of the American Oriental 
Society 104, no. 2 (1984), pp. 289-302, esp. 292-295; Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Mi'yar al-’ilm, 
Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 1990, 27, 334. Montgomery Watt has claimed that much of 
the Scale of Action consists of forged interpolations, a claim rebutted at length by Mohamed 
Sherif. Montgomery Watt, “The Authenticity of Works Attributed to al-Ghazall,” Journal of 
the Royal Asiatic Society (1952): pp. 24-45; vide esp. 38-40 & 45. Sherif, Ghazali's Theory 
of Virtue, 170-76. Some have suggested that the Scale was written significantly after 488/1095 
and represents a later stage of al-Ghazalfs thought, a claim made most recently in the 
introduction to a German translation of that work: Abu Hamid Al-Ghazall, Das Kriterium 
des Handelns-. Aus dem Arabischen iibersetzt, mit einer Einleitung, mit Anmerkungen 
und Indices herasugegeben von Abd-Elsamad Abd-Elhamld Elschazlt, Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2006. That the Criterion was written in 488/1095 at the 
latest is strongly suggested by the fact that material found in that book was further refined 
in book 21 of the Revival of the Religious Sciences, The Marvels of the Heart (Kitab Sharh ’aja'ib 
al-qalb), and was therefore written before al-Ghazalfs departure from Baghdad, as he 
is known to have begun reading publically from the Revival in Damascus shortly after his 
departure. 

Frank Griffel has suggested an intriguing third possibility to me, which is that the Scale 
could have been written significantly before 488/1095 and only published in that year, in 
which case it would represent an earlier phase of al-Ghazalfs thinking. Evidence for this is 
that, as we shall see, the Scale plainly states that al-Ghazall had not begun practicing Sufism 
at the time of writing, while al-Ghazalfs student for a short time during his brief stop-over 
in Baghdad on his way back to Khorasan in 490/1097, Abu Bakr Ibn al-Arab!, reports that 
al-Ghazall had begun practicing Sufism five years earlier, that is, in 485/1092 .1 cannot dis¬ 
prove this possibility. Still, I think it is unlikely. Parallels between the Scale and the Revival 
that I will discuss below, suggest a rather shorter period of development between the two 
works. Furthermore, the urgency with which al-Ghazall discusses the imperative of bringing 
his fellow Muslims to purse felicity in the hereafter through knowledge and practice fits well 
with the assumption that he devoted himself to this mission a short time later by leaving his 
position in Baghdad and writing and promoting the Revival of the Religious Sciences, which 
aims at precisely this. 
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to pursue it. These methods include Sufism, but also philosophy, and it can 
be confidently inferred from the text that the author of the Scale sees himself 
as a philosopher, not a Sufi. The Scale suggests that al-Ghazall’s subsequent 
decision to abandon his position in Baghdad and take up Sufi practice and 
self-presentation was not a first step on his quest for felicity. Rather, al-Ghazall 
undertook this for two different reasons. One was to perfect through the Sufi 
method his already considerable attainments in the quest for felicity achieved 
through the philosophical method. The other was to make himself a more 
compelling example and guide for those with the talent for Sufism (though not 
philosophy) who nevertheless remained indifferent to the imperative to seek 
felicity in the hereafter. 


The Scale of Action 

The Scale for Action, compared to the Revival, is a very short book, a small frac¬ 
tion of the size of the later work. It contains 32 short chapters of a few pages 
each that aim as much to persuade the reader to seek felicity as to provide 
guidance in doing so. Its opening chapters are devoted to convincing the reader 
that the reward of felicity for all of eternity outweighs any price one could pay 
in a short lifetime. The Scale presents a psychological model that explains the 
workings of the soul and body, the ways in which human beings are diverted 
from attaining the felicity that is the purpose of their creation, and the means 
of pursuing felicity through knowledge and ethical practice. It presents two 
methods for this pursuit - namely philosophy and Sufism - and then dedicates 
its second half to detailing the path. 

It has been shown that al-Ghazall adapted much of the content of the Scale 
from earlier works, especially ar-Raghib al-Isfahani’s adh-Dharta ila makarim 
ash-sharia, but also various works of Ibn Sina. 4 However, the opening chapters, 


4 Several studies have shown the Scale to be an adaptation of the ethical thought of Ibn Sina 
and ar-Raghib al-Isfahani. See the extensive critical introduction to ar-Raghib al-Isfahani, 
The Path to Virtue: The Ethical Philosophy of Al-Raghib al-Isfahani, An Annotated Translation, 
with Critical Introduction, of Kitab al-DharVah ila Makarim al-Sharfah, trans. Yasien 
Mohamed, Kuala Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization, 2006. 
See also Yasien Mohamed, “The Ethics of Education: Al-Isfahani’s al-DharTa as a Source of 
Inspiration for al-Ghazall's Mizan al-'Amal," The Muslim World 101, no. 4 (2011), pp. 633-657; 
and Jules Janssens, “Al-Ghazall's Mizan al-’Amal: an Ethical Summa Based on Ibn Sina and 
al-Raghib al-Isfahani,” in Islamic Thought in the Middle Ages: Studies in Text, Transmission and 
Translation in Honour of Hans Daiber, ed. Anna Akasoy and Wim Raven, Leiden: Brill, 2008, 
pp. 123-137 esp. 137, n. 29. 
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which urge the pursuit of felicity, and chapters 7 and 8, which discuss the rela¬ 
tive merits of philosophy and Sufism as methods for attaining felicity, seem 
to be al-Ghazall’s entirely original composition. This suggests that these two 
issues - urging pursuit of felicity and determining the best method for attain¬ 
ing it - were al-Ghazall’s major objectives in composing this work. 

The Ghazall that emerges from the Scale is a philosopher critical of existing 
philosophical schools. He is intrigued by Sufism and has inquired into selec¬ 
tively adopting some of its practices, but the Sufi guide he consulted has for¬ 
bidden him from proceeding. The Scale presents both philosophy and Sufism 
as paths to the highest felicity in the afterlife (as-sa’ada al-ukhrawiyya), phi¬ 
losophy being the surer of the two, though suitable for only a small elite quali¬ 
fied to pursue it. Sufism is the path best suited to most of those who pursue 
felicity, and those for whom Sufism is more appropriate should not be exposed 
to philosophy. But al-Ghazall holds out the possibility of a more perfect felic¬ 
ity, through subsequent Sufi practice, for those philosophers who have reached 
the limit of what their method can attain. This is not the position al-Ghazall 
presents himself as holding vis-a-vis philosophy and Sufism in the Deliverer. 
Neither are these the concerns he presents himself there as weighing on the 
eve of his departure. 


Felicity in the Hereafter is Attained through Knowledge 
and Practice 

The very first point al-Ghazall makes in the Scale is that the highest imperative 
in human life is attaining felicity ( sa'ada ) in the hereafter. Felicity is not the 
same as simple salvation ( najat ), which most Muslims can hope to attain, but 
is a state of pleasure that surpasses the pleasure of the saved in the hereafter. 
It is pursued through knowledge and practice ( 7 Im wa- ‘ amal ), and its sub¬ 
stance is likewise to be understood in terms of these, particularly knowledge. 

[...] success and salvation are not attained except through knowledge 
and practice together... knowledge is nobler than practice, for it is as 
though practice serves the attainment of knowledge and is guided by 
knowledge until it arrives in its mark. 5 


5 Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Mlzan al-'amal, ed. Muhammad Biju, Damascus: Dar at-Taqwa, 2008, 
26. Though al-Ghazall uses the term “salvation” ( an-najat) here rather than “felicity,” this 
sentence comes in response to the following question: “You have clarified to me that follow¬ 
ing the way of felicity is the resolution of rational men, and that indifference in this is the 
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Al-Ghazall goes so far as to claim of knowledge that “the unique characteristic 
for the sake of which human beings were created is reason ( al-'aql ) and grasp¬ 
ing the true essences of things.” * * * * 6 

Practice consists of training the self to act ethically by cultivating habitual 
virtues such as wisdom and courage and eliminating habitual vices such as 
foolishness, cowardice, or rashness. Ethical training is necessary because the 
default disposition among human beings is to follow the dictates of their 
passions: anger and the appetites for food and sex. The passions, al-Ghazall 
writes, have their uses. In order for the human soul to gather knowledge of 
the true essences of things, it has to exist in the world, and worldly existence 
requires a body. The body, in turn, requires anger for the sake of defending 
itself, and the appetites for the sake of sustaining itself and reproducing the 
species. Al-Ghazall compares feeding the body to feeding a horse that one 
rides into battle. 7 But satisfying the passions for most people becomes an end 
in itself rather than a means to an end. This leads to engrossment in the affairs 
of the world and heedlessness of the goal of attaining felicity in the afterlife. 
Thus, taming the passions - practice - becomes a prerequisite for focusing on 
attaining knowledge. 

Once the passions are tamed, the intellect ( 'aql) is freed to pursue knowl¬ 
edge, though not just any knowledge. What is ultimately desired is knowledge 
of God. Al-Ghazall calls the pursuit of this knowledge the “theoretical science” 
(alAlm an-nazart), whose domain he defines as: 

Knowledge of God, his attributes, angels, books, prophets, and the king¬ 
doms of the heavens and the earth, the marvels of the human and animal 
souls insofar as they are related to the omnipotence of God, not with 
respect to their essence. The highest goal is the knowledge of God and 
God’s angels. It is necessary to know them because they are intermediar¬ 
ies between God and the Prophet. And likewise knowledge of prophecy 
and the Prophet, because the Prophet is an intermediary between human 
beings and angels just as the angel is an intermediary between God and 
the Prophet. This chain continues to the least of the theoretical sciences. 
The utmost of them is the knowledge of God, but the discussion of this 


heedlessness of the ignorant, but how can someone who does not know the path follow it? 

How can I know that knowledge and practice are the path such that I can dedicate myself to 

it?” This being the case, it is clear that the reference to “salvation” in the response refers more 

specifically to felicity. 

6 Ibid., 36. 

7 Ibid., 54. 
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branches out in all directions because each refers to the others as the 
details are many. 8 

Any phenomenon in existence is of interest, not for itself, but because it is a 
creation of God; just as we may come to know an author more closely by exam¬ 
ining his writings, al-Ghazali asserts, so too can we come to know the Creator 
by studying His creation. 9 

Unlike practice, knowledge of the divine is not a means to the end of 
felicity - it is felicity itself. 10 “The felicity and perfection of the soul,” consists in 
its “being inscribed with the truths of divine matters and uniting with them to 
the point that it is as though [the soul] were they [i.e., the divine truths].” 11 The 
result of this is a drawing near ( taqarrub) to God. Al-Ghazali is quick to specify 
that this proximity is not in space, but in quality ( ma'na) and to denounce the 
ecstatic claims of Sufis like al-Hallaj and Abu Yazid al-Bistam! to have attained 
union with God, which he insists is impossible. 12 The soul was created for this 
perfection and thirsts for it. But there are infinite gradations of this perfection 
and thus of felicity, which will only truly be grasped after death, the separation 
of the soul from the body and the cessation of the appetites, sensory data, and 
imaginings. Death, then, is the drawing back of the curtain on Reality. 13 


The Two Schools that Pursue Felicity through Knowledge and 
Practice are Philosophy and Sufism 

Al-Ghazali refers explicitly in the Scale to only two methods for pursuing felic¬ 
ity through knowledge and practice: Sufism and philosophy. Al-Ghazali gives 
an account of the difference between these two methods in two different 


8 Ibid., 49. 

9 Ibid., 39. 

10 “The felicity, pleasure, and repose of eveiy entity lies the in attaining its unique perfec¬ 
tion ... the unique perfection of a human being lies in grasping the reality of the intel- 
ligibles (a/- 'aqliyat) as they truly are without imaginings or sensory data that animals also 
share,” ibid., 27. Al-Ghazali makes this point more explicitly in the Revival; see, Abu Hamid 
al-Ghazali, Ihya’ ’ulum ad-din, 5 vols., Beirut, 1997, vol. 4, pp. U6-17. For a discussion of sal¬ 
vation and felicity in al-Ghazali’s thought and its relation to the Science of Unveiling, see, 
Alexander Treiger, “The Science of Divine Disclosure: Al-Gazali's Higher Theology and its 
Philosophical Underpinnings,” PhD diss., Yale University, 2008,62-68. 

11 Al-Ghazali, Mizan, 42. 

12 Ibid., 34. 

Ibid., 27. 


13 
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passages in the Scale } 4 The second of these is longer and more detailed and 
comes in chapter 7, entitled “The Separation of the Path of the Sufis from the 
Path of Others with Respect to Knowledge” ( Bayan mufaraqat tarlq as-sufiyya 
fljanib al-'ilm tarlq ghayrihim). It is the more important of the two because it 
not only expounds the difference between Sufis and philosophers but presents 
al-Ghazali’s experience of and critique of Sufism as well as his tentative pro¬ 
posal of a third way that combines aspects of both paths. 

Al-Ghazall defines the difference between the Sufis and philosophers as 
follows: 

Know that with respect to practice they are in agreement; its aim is the 
elimination of bad traits ( as-sifat ar-radiyya) and the purification of the 
soul of bad morals. But with respect to knowledge, they disagree, and 
the paths of the Sufis and the paths of the theoreticians ( nuzzar ) [read: 
“philosophers” - I will account for the difference in terminology below] 
of the people of knowledge part ways in this matter. The Sufis do not 
encourage acquiring and studying the sciences or studying the composi¬ 
tions of writers on inquiring into the truths of matters. Rather, they say 
that the path begins with eliminating sinful traits, cutting all ties, and 
devoting all of one’s attention to God Most High. 15 

This is not to say that the Sufis are not interested in attaining knowledge of 
the truths of matters. The difference lies in the way in which they acquire such 
knowledge. After immersing themselves in single-minded attention to God, 

Nothing remains for [the Sufi practitioner] but to wait for what appears 
from an opening ( Jiituh ) the likes of which appeared to the saints. This is 
a portion of what appeared to the prophets. It may be a matter like a fleet¬ 
ing flash of lightening that does not persist. Then it may return, though it 
may be delayed. If it returns it may persist or it may be dazzling. If it per¬ 
sists, its persistence may lengthen or may not. Its likeness may follow in 
close succession and may not be limited to a single discipline ( farm). 16 

The Sufi approach to knowledge, then, is to trust that it will come through 
divine inspiration after perfection in ethical practice. 


14 Ibid., 26 and 43-45. 

15 Ibid., 43. 

16 Ibid., 44. 
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More striking than the description of Sufi acquisition of knowledge is 
al-Ghazall’s account of where he received his information. His source is a Sufi 
shaykh whom he approached about practicing Sufism under his guidance only 
to be rejected. He writes, 

At the time when my desire to pursue this path was sincere I consulted 
with an authority and spiritual guide of the Sufis {matbu’muqacLdam min 
as-sufiyya) about [the practice of] continually reciting the Qur’an, and he 
forbade me. 17 

The reason al-Ghazall was rejected is not given and neither does he tell us 
when in his fife it occurred. 18 But the fact that he prefaces this man’s account 
of the Sufi method with a story of having been rejected by him as a disciple 
plainly implies that he had not subsequently practiced Sufism such that he 
could have given his own first-hand account. While there is evidence in other 
sources that al-Ghazall’s acquaintance with Sufism was long-standing 19 and 
that he had begun practicing Sufism shortly after his arrival in Baghdad, 20 this 


17 Ibid., 43. Muqaddam has the sense of supervisor or guardian, which I take to mean the 
man was a shaykh. who guided novices in their practice. This makes sense given that 
al-Ghazall consulted him about practicing Sufism, presumably under his guidance. In 
more contemporary use, a muqaddam is a person deputized by a shaykh to train dis¬ 
ciples on his behalf. The term may have had this connotation in al-Ghazall’s day as well. 
See Mark Sedgwick, Against the Modem World: Traditionalism and the Secret Intellectual 
History of the Twentieth Century, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 87. 

18 It is veiy tempting to try to draw inferences from the few details present here. In the fol¬ 
lowing chapter of the Scale, as we shall see shortly, al-Ghazall tentatively describes a third 
way of pursuing felicity, namely the pursuit first of philosophy and then of Sufism once 
the insights of philosophy have been exhausted. We might speculate that he inquired into 
Sufism in conjunction with his speculation about such a third way. We might also specu¬ 
late that he was rejected because he asked about trying a single Sufi practice, namely con¬ 
tinually reciting the Qur’an, while the shaykh demanded total dedication. The evidence, 
though, is too slender to make such inferences. 

19 Esp. his youthful acquaintance with al-Faramadhl - see Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in 
Islamic Thought, p. 1 and n. 3. 

20 Abu Bakr Ibn al-'Arabi, al-Ghazali’s student for a short time in Baghdad in 490/1097, 
reports that al-Ghazall had begun practicing Sufism already in 486/1093; Frank Griffel 
accepts Abu Bakr's account I am skeptical. As we shall see, already in the Scale al-Ghazall 
is evasive about his discussion of philosophy, preferring to present the Scale as a work 
devoted to Sufism. Furthermore, the Scale describes philosophy and Sufism as identi¬ 
cal with respect to practice but differing with respect to the pursuit of knowledge. Thus 
Al-Ghazali may have felt that he could, in good faith, present his earlier philosophically 
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is a clear statement from al-Ghazall himself that he had not pursued the Sufi 
path at the time of his writing the Scale in 488/1095. More importantly, the fact 
that al-Ghazall was not a practitioner of Sufism, one of only two paths to the 
felicity whose pursuit al-Ghazall so fervently advocates in the Scale, must lead 
us to infer that he was a practitioner of the other path: philosophy. 

This impression is strengthened by the account later in the same chapter 
of the philosophical method. While the account of Sufism is presented with 
reference only to itself, the account of philosophy is presented as a critique of 
Sufism from a philosophical perspective. The philosophers (“theoreticians”), 
al-Ghazall writes, do not deny the Sufi method of focusing on practice, but 
they hold that it is extremely unlikely to succeed in attaining the knowledge 
that is its goal. Cutting ties to the world to the degree the Sufi path requires 
is nearly impossible, and if it is achieved is more likely to lead to confusion, 
delusion, bodily illness and melancholy. Without previous training in “the 
true demonstrative sciences” {al-'ulum al-haqiqiyya al-burhaniyya), the theo¬ 
reticians charge, the Sufi will take delusional imaginings to be the truth. How 
many a Sufi, they ask, has been captivated by an imagined insight for ten years 
that he could have seen through in an instant had he been schooled in the 
sciences first? A more reliable way to seek knowledge is to pursue knowledge 
and practice in tandem, taming the passions but also pursuing rational inquiry 
into the divine matters. 

While this critique is placed in the mouth of the philosophers rather than 
in al-Ghazali’s own voice, it is a critique he certainly shares. He allows it to 
stand without contradiction, and provides no corresponding critique of the 
philosophers from a Sufi standpoint. More importantly, he presents his own 
preference explicitly in the following chapter, entitled, “The Primary of the two 
Paths” (Bayan al-ula min at-tariqayn). 


guided ethical practice as Sufi, and he may have preferred to do so in his discussions 
with Abu Bakr, seeing him as better suited to Sufism than philosophy. Abu Bakr presents 
himself as having an ascetic bent during his travels in the East As I will show in the final 
section of this essay, there is further evidence for al-Ghazali’s later adoption of Sufism in 
that the secondhand description of Sufism found in the Scale is reproduced in book 21 of 
the post-Baghdad Revival of the Religious Sciences. That al-Ghazall had no more personal 
experience of the Sufi path at the time of writing this passage of the Revival suggests that 
his Sufi practice remained limited even in his first months after leaving Baghdad. See 
Abu Bakr Ibn al- Arabi, al-’Awasim min al-qawasim, ed. Ammar Talibi, Cairo: Maktabat 
Dar at-turath, 1997,24; Griffel, Al-GhazalTs Philosophical Theology, 42; and Ammar Talibi, 
Ara’ Abi Bakr ibn al-’Arabi l-kalamiyya, Algiers: Ash-Sharika al-Wataniyya li-n-nashr 
wa-t-tawzi c , 1974, vol. 1, pp. 58-59 (Talibi quotes Abu Bakr’s unpublished Siraj al-muridin). 
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In that chapter he writes that, in his opinion, there is no way of saying abso¬ 
lutely which is the superior method for attaining felicity, for this depends on 
the personality and circumstances of each would-be practitioner. To follow 
philosophy and its simultaneous pursuit of knowledge and practice, one must 
be young enough to be trainable, smart enough to grasp philosophical sciences, 
and fortunate enough to have a qualified instructor. If any of these conditions 
are not met, it is preferable to pursue ethical practice alone, that is, Sufism. 
Al-Ghazall specifies that only a few of the few who resolve to pursue felicity 
will meet these criteria, making philosophy the path of the elite and Sufism 
the path of the many. 21 While on the surface this relative approach does not 
give absolute precedence to one school over another, there is a clear hierarchy: 
Al-Ghazall does not even entertain the possibility that a person qualified for 
the study and practice of philosophy might choose to pursue Sufism instead. 
Combining this discussion with the critique of Sufism presented in the previ¬ 
ous chapter of the Scale makes al-Ghazall’s preference for philosophy - and 
the rationale for this preference - clear. 

This is further demonstrated by his own practice as evidenced by his writ¬ 
ings at the time. The Scalefor Action is a book of ethics, that is, practice, which 
is part of both the philosophical and the Sufi path. But al-Ghazall wrote it as 
a companion piece to a previous work, The Standard of Knowledge ( MTyar 
al-'ilm ), 22 a book on logic. He announces his intention in the Standard to write 
the Scale and refers several times in the Scale to the Standard 23 The two works 
together are a guide to the simultaneous pursuit of knowledge and practice, 
the hallmark of the philosophical path. 

Furthermore, the discussion of ethics in the Scale is drawn from philosophy 
rather than Sufism. His ethical psychology is ultimately Platonic, describing 
the soul as possessing three faculties ( quwa ): the rational (quwat at-tafakkur), 
the irascible ( quwat al-ghadab, i.e., anger), and the concupiscent ( qiiwat 


21 Al-Ghazall, Mizan, 46-47. Al-Ghazall makes it clear later in the Scale that most people 
will not pursue felicity and that this is a mercy from God: if all people abandoned their 
professions civilization would go to ruin; ibid., 132-133. The vast majority of people, then, 
will not pursue felicity at all. A minority will pursue it through Sufism; the elite of this 
minority will pursue philosophy, and, as we shall see below, al-Ghazall suggests that the 
elite of these elite will pursue first philosophy and then Sufism. It is important to bear 
this in mind: in his urgent summons to pursue felicity, al-Ghazall is addressing the small 
fragment of his pre-modern society that was literate and inclined to the study of religious 
sciences. 

22 Al-Ghazall, Mi'yar at- 'ilm. For the relation of the Standard to the Precipitance and to the 
Scale, see n. 4 above. 

23 The Scale refers several times to the Standard-, see ibid., 15,44,50,57. 
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ash-shahwa, i.e., the appetites). 24 He defines virtue in an Aristotelian way as 
a mean between a vice of excess and a vice of deficit. 25 His list of the cardi¬ 
nal virtues that flow from the correct balancing of the three faculties further 
follows Aristotle. 26 The Sufi method he describes on the authority of the spiri¬ 
tual guide he once consulted - namely cutting ties to the world and meditating 
on God alone - is not reproduced in the Scale, and the Sufi-derived virtues of 
the fourth quarter of the Revival do not appear in the Scale. There are exam¬ 
ples of ethical self-discipline that refer to Sufi training under the direction of a 
shaykh 27 and, more importantly, al-Ghazall does claim in two later chapters of 
the Scale that it is a work of Sufism. 28 But the content of the work contradicts 
these claims: the very guide to pursuing felicity through knowledge and prac¬ 
tice in which al-Ghazall’s discussion of the two paths is contained is written 
according to the philosophical method. 


A Third Way 

Al-GhazalTs discussion of Sufism and philosophy does not end with this, 
but goes on to point towards a third possible method that synthesizes the 
two. Given al-Ghazall’s plain statement that he has not practiced Sufism and 
the tone with which he discusses this synthesis, it is clear that such a hybrid 
remains a hypothetical prospect for him. He describes this third possibility as 
follows: 

[Another possibility] is a young man of innate intelligence who has spent 
his youth in the pursuit of knowledge, who is drawn to this [i.e., philoso- 


24 Ibid., 50. 

25 Ibid., 73-78. See especially p. 74 where he introduces the concept and p. 75 where he 
weaves the conception of virtue as a mean between a vice of excess and a vice of deficit 
into the Islamic tradition by equating the mean with as-sirat al-mustaqlm (cf. Q 1:6). 

26 Ibid., 50-51. For further discussion of balancing the faculties to attain the cardinal virtues 
as well as parables that clarify this concept, see pp. 53-55. For the main discussion of the 
virtues, see Chapter 16, bayan ummahat al-fada’il, pp. 73-78. 

27 See for example ibid., 70. Here he gives advice to Sufi shaykhs on how to guide their dis¬ 
ciples in their training. After a preceding discussion on how a doctor should treat a sick¬ 
ness by countering, for example, an excess of heat with a substance that induces coldness, 
he explains how a shaykh who treats the souls of his disciples should treat an excess of 
pride by prescribing actions the disciple would find humiliating. The reference is to the 
Sufi shaykh, but the ethical framework of understanding virtue as a mean between two 
possible extremes is philosophical. 

2 8 Ibid., 131,133 (chapter 27) and 163 (chapter 32). 
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phy] after training in the other sciences, but training within the frame¬ 
work of the science he is drawn to ( tanabbah lahu bad al-irtiyad bi-anwa’ 
min al- c ulum wa-lakin bi-hadha an-naw' min al- c ilm alladhi tanabbah 
lahu) 29 - such a person as this is prepared for both paths together. His 
first task is to advance along the path of study to the point that he attains 
from the demonstrative sciences ( al- ’ulum al-burhaniyya) that which it is 
within human capacity to grasp through effort and study. Following those 
who have preceded him is sufficient provision for this. Once he has 
attained this to the extent possible, such that there remains no science of 
these kinds of sciences that he has not attained, there is no harm after 
this in choosing seclusion from humankind, turning away from the world 
and devoting himself to God. If he waits, perhaps there will be opened to 
him through that path that which is obscure to the climbers of this path 
[i.e. philosophy]. 30 

The combination of Sufism and philosophy is sequential, then, and reserved 
for the elite of the elite. Of those drawn to pursue felicity, only a few will be 
qualified for the study and practice of philosophy. Only a few of these few will 
exhaust the possibilities of the philosophical method and be free to explore 
Sufi practice as a possible route to more profound knowledge and thus greater 
felicity. 

A better sense of the kind of additional insight that may be attained by a 
philosopher who pursues Sufi practice after the completion of the philosophi¬ 
cal curriculum is given in a parable al-Ghazall provides in a previous chap¬ 
ter of the Mizan which is also found in the Revival. A king invites Byzantine 
and Chinese artists to decorate opposite walls of a single hall so that he can 
judge between their artistry. A curtain is hung down the middle of the room so 
that neither group of artists can see the other. The Byzantines request exotic 
pigments for painting and the Chinese request supplies for polishing alone, 
which evokes surprise. After some time, the Byzantines announce that they are 
finished and the Chinese announce that they are finished as well. The curtain 


29 In this section of chapter 8, between the description of the “few of the few” who are quali¬ 
fied for the study of philosophy and the passage presented here, there is a brief aside 
in which al-Ghazali criticizes scholars who are dependent on the authority and conclu¬ 
sions of other scholars ( muqallicl) as opposed to being masters of their field, qualified for 
independent investigation and conclusions. This description of the approach to the study 
of the sciences of the young man qualified for both philosophy and Sufism seems to be 
contrasted to the muqalUd - he should study the sciences philosophically, that is finding 
demonstrative proofs for the various principles he assents to. 

30 Al-Ghazali, Mizan, 47. 
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is raised, revealing a splendid painting on the Byzantine wall and its still more 
dazzling reflection on the other wall, which has been polished by the Chinese 
to a mirror-like finish. 31 

As Alexander Treiger has noted, the content of the truth revealed by 
the two methods (philosophy and Sufism respectively) is the same, though the 
Sufi method reveals it with greater brilliance and clarity. 32 Combining the two 
would create a method that joins the surety of rational investigation to the 
superior quality of mystical insight. 

Al-Ghazall certainly saw himself as a candidate for this hybrid path - he 
describes himself as a youth of innate intelligence with a thirst for indepen¬ 
dent authority in the sciences in the Deliverer and hints at a similar self-regard 
in the Scale . 33 But this third way remained a theoretical possibility for him at 
this point. It was not a path he had himself taken, and he retained his doubts 
about its possibility. There is a strong note of hesitancy in his description of 
this third path quoted above: “there is no harm” in following it; “perhaps” it will 
lead to deeper insight still. 


Are the “Theoreticians” and the Philosophers One and the Same? 

This discussion of al-Ghazali’s comparison of Sufism and philosophy has so 
far avoided a significant distinction in his terminology in the Scale. The only 
explicit uses of the term “philosophers” ( faldsifa) come in the second and third 
chapters of the book, while all subsequent discussions of those I have referred 
to as “philosophers” - including the important comparison of philosophy and 
Sufism in Chapter Seven and discussion of the superior of the two methods 
in Chapter Eight - refer not to “philosophers” as such but to “theoreticians” 
( nuzzar). Is the term “theoreticians” just another way of referring to “philoso¬ 
phers?” The answer is “yes,” but with a meaningful distinction 34 

The explicit uses of the term “philosophers,” four in all, come in chapters 
two and three of the Scale, in which al-Ghazall attempts to convince the reader 
of the reality of felicity and to urge him to pursue it. Al-Ghazall refers here 
to a wide variety of groups - two different schools of philosophers; common 


31 ibid., 45. 

3 2 Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought, 68. 

3 3 al-Ghazall, Mizdn, 29. This passage will be discussed below. 

34 Alexander Treiger also analyzes this passage and likewise concludes that “theoreticians” 
is a reference to philosophers. See Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought, 66-68, 
especially n. 16. 
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believers, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim; as well as Sufis - and he does this in 
order to make the point that there exists a consensus among very disparate 
schools of thought that felicity in the hereafter exists, even if they conceive of 
it in different ways. 

Clearly, al-Ghazall does not agree with each group’s conception of felicity or 
with their broader creed or doctrines; after all, he includes Jews and Christians 
in his list. He shows explicit reservations, too, about some of philosophers 
he does mention. His first reference is to a school of philosophers that hold 
that the pleasures of the afterlife will in fact be rational, though some may 
experience these rational pleasures as bodily ones. He refers to this group as 
“Islamic metaphysicians among the philosophers” ( al-ilahiyyin al-islamiyyln 
min al-falasifa ). 35 The second reference is to philosophers who hold that the 
rational pleasures of the afterlife will bear no resemblance to bodily pleasures, 
a position he also attributes to the Sufis. He refers to this group as the “meta¬ 
physicians among the philosophers” ( al-ilahiyyun min al-falasifa), neglecting 
to refer to them as “Islamic.” 36 A final mention of the consensus between Sufis 
and philosophers generally on the reality of felicity refers to “The Sufis and the 
philosophers who believe both in God and the Last Day” ( al-falasifa alladhina 
amanu bi-l-lah wa-l-yawm al-akhir ‘ala l-jumla) to distinguish them from other 
philosophers who do not. 37 

After these few highly qualified references to philosophers, the word never 
again appears in the Scale. The Sufis, paired twice in this early discussion with 
the philosophers, are subsequently contrasted to the “theoreticians,” as we have 
seen. The theoreticians in turn, though plainly a group that also believes in the 
reality of felicity in the afterlife, are not mentioned in chapter two among the 
groups that share this consensus. In his subsequent discussions of the theoreti¬ 
cians, al-Ghazall never qualifies their status as Muslims as he did for some of the 
philosophers. What are we to make of this distinction? 

The source of the word “theoretician” ( nuzzar ) in the Scale would seem to 
be the “theoretical science” (al-'ilm an-nazart) mentioned above, the science of 
attaining knowledge of God, which is opposed to the “practical science” ( al- c ilm 
al-‘amali), which contains ethics, along with politics and economics. 38 This 
very taxonomy of theoretical and practical sciences is philosophical, as Avner 


3 5 Al-Ghazall, Mizan, 19. 

36 Ibid., 20. 

37 Ibid., 26. 

38 Ibid., 49-50. 
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Giladi has shown, 39 as is the broader framework of the Scale of Action and its 
companion work the Standard of Knowledge, as discussed above. This alone 
presents a good case for the identity of the theoreticians and philosophers. 

Another, simpler piece of evidence is that the term “theoretician” does not 
occur in the earlier discussion of those groups that hold that felicity is gained 
through knowledge and practice, and the term “philosopher” does not appear 
in the latter discussion of the different methods for attaining felicity. If the 
theoreticians are a distinct third group that shares the position of the Sufis 
and philosophers concerning felicity and its pursuit, why not mention them 
in the first discussion? And if the philosophers are a distinct third group with 
a method for attaining felicity in the hereafter, why not present them and 
their method alongside the Sufis and theoreticians in the second discussion? 
This, too, strongly implies that al-Ghazall is dealing throughout with only two 
groups and their respective methods for attaining felicity through knowledge 
and practice: the Sufis and the philosophers/theoreticians. 

Further evidence comes from an early use of the term “theoretician” in the 
Scale. In the discussion of the consensus on the reality of otherworldly felicity 
al-Ghazall in Chapter Two describes one group that does not share this con¬ 
sensus. Of them he writes, 

They are the masses of fools who are not known by their names and are 
not counted among the group of the theoreticians ( zumrat an-nuzzar). 
They claim that death is utter non-existence, that there is no punishment 
for obedience or disobedience, and that a human being returns after 
death to non-existence as he was before his existence. It is not allowable 
to call them a sect, because a sect refers to a group and this school of 
thought is not a group and cannot be attributed to a known theoretician 
(.nazir ma’ruf). Rather such a one is to be considered a useless fool whose 
appetites have overwhelmed him and who has been mastered by 
Satan... He deceives some sinners by ascribing this creed to one known 
for the intricacies of the sciences like Aristotle or Plato or to a sect like the 
philosophers. 40 

First, those described here sound very much like a group of philoso¬ 
phers al-Ghazall refers to in the Deliverer from Error, whom he calls there 
the Naturalists ( at-tabViyun ), who say that upon death a human being “is 


39 Avner Giladi, “On the Origins of Two Key Terms in al-Gazali's Ihyd’ ‘uLum at-dm" Arabica 
xxxvi, no. 1 (1989), pp. 81-93; 86. 

40 Al-Ghazall, Mlzan, 20-21. 
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annihilated, and if he is annihilated, it is not reasonable to posit the return 
of the annihilated.” 41 He dismisses this group as heretics ( zanadiqa) and con¬ 
trasts them to another philosophical school, the metaphysicians ( al-llahiyyun ), 
much as he does in this passage of the Scale. The fact that he refrains in the 
Scale from referring to this group as philosophers and takes pains to contrast 
them to philosophers can only be explained by his wanting to preserve the 
reputation of philosophy as such, his earlier reservations regarding specific 
schools of philosophy notwithstanding. 

More important, though, is his use of the term “theoretician” in this passage. 
This group cannot be considered to be among the theoreticians and are not 
associated with the teachings of a known theoretician. Presumably, then, the 
metaphysicians he mentions earlier in this chapter of the Scale, as well as Plato 
and Aristotle and the philosophers he refers to at the end of this passage, can 
be considered theoreticians, which shows an overlap between the two terms. 
By extension, we could take “theoretician” in this passage to refer to the Sufis 
as well, but this possibility is excluded by the explicit contrast of Sufis and 
theorists later in the book. “Theoreticians” are those who seek knowledge of 
the true affairs of things through the theoretical science ( al-'ilm an-nazart), 
which is to say philosophers, including some philosophers some of whose 
tenets al-Ghazall rejects. 

To understand the distinction between the two terms we must consider the 
context of their use. In chapters Two and Three, al-Ghazall seeks to convince 
his reader to believe in, and therefore to pursue, felicity in the hereafter; he 
attempts this by pointing to a consensus on its reality among existing groups in 
the world. This being the case, he must refer to existing philosophical thinkers 
and schools of thought, some of whose tenets he did not accept. The meta¬ 
physicians he refers to by name in the Deliverer are Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, 
al-Farabi, and Ibn Sina, and he divides their teaching into acceptable, inno¬ 
vative, and constituting unbelief. 42 We can assume he had something simi¬ 
lar in mind when he qualified them as “Islamic metaphysicians” in the Scale. 
Discussions of theoreticians, by contrast, do not refer to distinct individuals or 
schools, but to the practice of philosophy as al-Ghazall himself conceives of it, 
and as such there was no need to apologize for, qualify, or critique it. By this 
taxonomy, the Islamic metaphysicians among the philosophers are also theore¬ 
ticians, seeking theoretical knowledge of God, but not all theoreticians adhere 
to those blameworthy tenets that distinguish the Islamic metaphysicians. This 


41 Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, “ Al-Munqidh min ad-dalal" in Majmu'at rasait at-imam al-Ghazall, 
ed. Ahmad Shams ad-Din, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1997, vol. 7,35-36. 

42 Ibid., 36-37. 
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being the case, it is legitimate to discuss the later chapters of the Scale on Sufis 
and theoreticians in terms of a distinction between Sufis and philosophers. 


The Turning Point of 488/1095 

In the Deliverer, al-Ghazall paints a picture of himself on the eve of his depar¬ 
ture from Baghdad as an inward-looking man, motivated by a quest for certain 
knowledge, who had examined and rejected a number of methods of attain¬ 
ing it, including philosophy. Though convinced that Sufism was the method 
he sought, and though he had grown anxious about his own salvation, he was 
unable to bring himself to leave his prestigious position in Baghdad to practice 
Sufism. His anxiety, by the will of God, grew to the point that he lost the ability 
to speak and therefore to teach, and lost his ability to digest food. Only through 
this crisis did he find the resolve to leave Baghdad, travel to Damascus, and 
finally become a Sufi. 

This portrait of al-Ghazall during his last days at the Nizamiyya Madrasa in 
Baghdad, uncertain and inward-looking, concerned with his personal fate in 
the afterlife, an enemy of philosophy and fully convinced by Sufism, finds no 
echo in his intellectual commitments and musings on the brink of his depar¬ 
ture from that city. If al-Ghazall was also motivated by a desperate lack of a 
criterion for certain knowledge and an attendant uncertainty, he betrays none 
of this in the Scale of Action, written in the very year of his departure. On the 
contrary, he expresses the utmost self-certainty. Not only does he present him¬ 
self as possessing a means to sure knowledge, but he is prepared to share this 
knowledge with his reader. Writing of the method of pursuing felicity through 
knowledge and practice, al-Ghazall declares that there are two types of peo¬ 
ple in this matter, those who follow the authority of others as a sick man fol¬ 
lows the directions of his doctor, and those who rise to the authority of the 
doctor themselves. He offers to guide the reader in attaining this latter rank, 
writing, 

The potential for calamity ( khatb) in this is great, the subject is extensive, 
and the qualifications for this matter do not appear in the ages except in 
a single rare individual (ilia li-wahid ford shadhdh). But we will inform 
you of it and raise you from the lowlands of following the authority of 
others ( taqlld) and guide you to the smoothness of the path. 43 


43 Al-Ghazall, Mlzan,: 
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There can be little doubt that al-Ghazall saw himself as just this “rare indi¬ 
vidual,” a forerunner of his claim in the Deliverer to be the divinely appointed 
renewer of the fifth Islamic century. 44 Sufism played no role in securing this 
conviction of his own insight; he informs us in the Scale that his attempt to 
practice Sufism under the guidance of a shaykh was rebuffed and that his 
knowledge of Sufi practice is second hand. Al-Ghazall’s self-certainty and 
conviction that he had secured a high degree of the felicity that is the aim of 
human existence came from philosophy, from pursuing ethical self-perfection 
and theoretical investigation of existence and its Creator in conjunction. 

We know from independent sources that al-Ghazall did take up Sufi prac¬ 
tice and presented himself as a Sufi after he left Baghdad. The Scale suggests 
two reasons for this that have nothing to do with a sudden shattering of his 
convictions. For one, as we have seen, al-Ghazall tentatively suggests a third 
way to felicity that combines philosophy with Sufism. For the most talented 
philosophers - and plainly al-Ghazall saw himself as belonging to this elite 
of the elite - the subsequent practice of Sufism may add the luminous clarity 
of mystical insight to the rational conclusions of philosophy. Alexander Treiger 
has argued that the tentative proposal of the Scale becomes a fixed feature of 
al-Ghazall’s later thought. 45 The lure of the greatest possible felicity may well 
have drawn al-Ghazall to the path that the shaykh he cites in the Scale had 
forbidden him to follow without giving up all of his worldly attainments. The 
wavering between resolve and procrastination he describes in the Deliverer 
may well have been his experience of the decision to leave Baghdad and all it 
represented for the sake of perfecting the knowledge of God he had attained 
by means of philosophical investigation through subsequent Sufi practice. 

This proposal is a variation on the interior, spiritual view of al-GhazalTs life, 
described in the Deliverer and embraced by generations of scholars. But there is 
another, quite different reason for embracing Sufism. At the time he wrote the 
Scale, al-Ghazall was not worried about his own attainment of felicity. Rather, 
one of the key motives in writing the book, as the first two chapters show, is 
the desire to lead his fellow Muslims to felicity. Saving his fellow Muslims and 
guiding those who may be so guided to some degree of felicity was not merely 
a matter, as he knew, of articulating doctrines that were correct, but of articu¬ 
lating them in a compelling manner. In this, the messenger mattered as much 
as the message. In another passage of the Scale he writes, 


44 Al-Ghazall, Al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, 75-76. 

45 Treiger, “The Science of Divine Disclosure: Al-Gazali's Higher Theology and its 
Philosophical Underpinnings,” 307. 
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Know that the reason for [the failure of most people to pursue felicity] is 
heedlessness in contemplating ( at-tafakkurft) these matters that we have 
mentioned - for this heedlessness is constantly upon them, filling every 
hour of their day, and they cannot realize this as long as their appetites 
are dominant, as they are. Truly, the one who would make them aware of 
this is a preacher of faultless conduct ( wa'iz zakt s-slra), and the land is 
empty of them (emphasis added). 46 

Al-Ghazall saw it as his mission to rouse his fellow men from their heedless¬ 
ness - not merely to convey the right ideas and to convey them convincingly, 
but to become himself the most effective messenger for them. We find this sen¬ 
timent again in Chapter Twenty-seven of the Scale, entitled “Exposition of the 
duties of the student and teacher in the Sciences that Lead to Felicity” ( Bayan 
wazctif al-muta’allim wa-l-mu’allim ft l-’ulum al-mus’ida). This is the longest 
chapter of the Scale by far, highlighting al-Ghazall’s concern with pedagogy. 
The eighth of eight duties of the teacher is that “the teacher of the Practical 
Science {al-’ilm al-’amali) - I mean the legal sciences ( ash-shar’iyyat ) - 
practice what he teaches.” 47 Again, an effective guide must guide by example. 

In addition to testing his hypothesis that more luminous insight was to be 
found through the practice of Sufism after the completion of the philosophical 
curriculum, al-Ghazall took up Sufi practices - and identity - to present him¬ 
self as an inspiring model for those he hoped to attract to the pursuit of felicity. 
We see this pedagogical concern also in the fact that al-Ghazall did not retreat 
into the obscurity of spiritual retreat after leaving Baghdad, concerned only 
with cultivating his own felicity; he immediately began writing and reading 
from the Revival of the Religious Sciences, which aimed to refocus the religious 
sciences on the quest for felicity though a method that al-Ghazall in that work 
refers to as the Science of the Hereafter ( c ilm al-akhira). 

Being a Sufi was also effective because al-Ghazall had not one message 
to deliver, but two, at least: the philosophical method for the elite who were 
qualified to follow it, and the Sufi method for the majority who were not. By 
presenting himself as a Sufi, he could reach this majority and convince them 
through his personal example. But al-Ghazall did not neglect those few who 
were qualified for philosophy (and perhaps Sufism beyond philosophy). After 
all, they were the most promising students and the most likely to attain felicity. 


46 Al-Ghazall, Mlzan, 25. 

47 Ibid., 139. Under the duties of the teacher in this chapter, we also find the injunction not 
to teach students material that is too advanced for their understanding, which echoes the 
discussion of the three meanings of “school” discussed above. Ibid., 138-39. 
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Though he had taken up Sufi practice, he continued to write works specifically 
for this group, a body of writings he referred to as his “restricted” ( madnun) 
corpus . 48 Even in his more popular works, he does not write from a Sufi per¬ 
spective alone. His Revival of the Religious Sciences, from which he began read¬ 
ing publically already in Damascus, shortly after his departure from Baghdad, 
advocates and details not Sufism, but what al-Ghazall calls the Science of the 
Hereafter, a method for pursuing felicity in the hereafter that comprises both 
Sufism and philosophy. But in the Revival, al-Ghazall announces that he will 
treat practice alone and not knowledge of God. By so limiting his discussion, 
al-Ghazall restricts his treatment of the path to felicity to ethics alone, the 
shared terrain of Sufism and philosophy, avoiding discussion of the method 
of obtaining the knowledge that is the substance of felicity that divides the 
two disciplines. This allows al-Ghazall to write a book that is accessible to 
the maj ority of those who pursue felicity in the hereafter while not denying the 
validity of the philosophical approach. 

It is worth noting that the description of the Sufi path that al-Ghazall gives 
in the Scale on the authority of the Sufi Shaykh who forbade al-Ghazall to 
practice is given nearly verbatim in Book Twenty-one of the Revival, though 
without attributing it to the Sufi authority or telling the story of having been 
refused his guidance. The critique of Sufism from the perspective of the 
“theoreticians” is also found in that book. This could indicate that Book 
Twenty-one, “the Marvels of the Heart” ( Kitab Shark ’a/a’ib al-qalb) represents 
the earliest section of the Revival. It may also indicate that at the time of writ¬ 
ing it, al-Ghazall still had had no deeper personal experience of Sufi practice 
than he had when he wrote the Scale of Action. 


Conclusion 

We have seen that al-GhazalT’s intellectual convictions and spiritual mission 
on the eve of his spectacular departure from Baghdad were very different than 
he later portrayed them in the Deliverer. He had not rejected philosophy, was 
not trying to find the fortitude to embrace Sufism, and was not anxious about 
his own salvation. Rather, he had critically embraced philosophy and saw him¬ 
self as having made profound progress in its practice. He hoped to sharpen his 
insight and raise his degree of felicity through the practice of Sufism, but more 
than that, he hoped, as a Sufi, to be able to rouse men from their heedlessness 
and to lead them to the method of the pursuit of felicity for which the majority 


48 A term coined by Afifi al-Akiti in “The Good, the Bad and the Ugly of Falsafa." 
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was suited. We cannot know what exactly transpired in al-Ghazali’s heart or 
mind as he broke with a life he had led for more than a decade and had trained 
for over many years before that. It was, no doubt, a dramatic event that led 
him in directions he could not have imagined as he wrote the Scale on the 
brink of taking that step. But the Revival of the Religious Sciences, the fruit of 
this embarkation and the blueprint for the agenda to which he dedicated the 
remainder of his life, shows that his understanding of the paths to felicity and 
the means of calling men to follow them remained largely unchanged. 


CHAPTER 11 


Al-Ghazali on Knowledge (7/m) and Certainty 
(yaqiri) in al-Munqidh min ad Dalai and in 
al-Qistas al-Mustaqim 

Luis Xavier Lopez-Farjeat 


In his well-known autobiographical treatise entitled Deliverance from Error 
(. al-Munqidh min ad-dalal ), 1 al-Ghazali relays the most important account of 
his personal encounter with skepticism and the intellectual itinerary that he 
traveled in order to attain the certainty of truth. While trying to find the correct 
method for the attainment of truth, al-Ghazali deals with some epistemologi¬ 
cal difficulties that have bearing on contemporary discussions on the sources 
of knowledge and its connection with certainty, and, specifically, on the epis- 
temic controversies related to skepticism, foundationalism, and fallibilism. 

In the opening section of the Munqidh, al-Ghazali states a problem 2 that is 
found in some epistemological discussions, namely, the connection between 


1 I use the Arabic version al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, ed. Jamil Saliba and Kamil ‘Ayyad, Beirut: 
Daral-Andalus, 1981; and the English versionDelcverancefrom Error: An Annotated Trans lation 
of Al-Ghazali’s al-Munqidh min al-Dalal including Five Key Texts, trans. R. J. McCarthy, Boston: 
Twayne Publishers, 1980,61-143.1 quote McCarthy’s translation (slightly modified when nec¬ 
essary) indicating the paragraph and the page, and the Arabic version of Saliba and ‘Ayyad 
indicating the page. There is a trivial discussion on al-Ghazalt's sincerity around these ‘con¬ 
fessions’. In the introduction to his translation McCarthy (McCarthy 1980, 23-26) presents 
the different standpoints in this respect Beyond this discussion I have no doubt of the histor¬ 
ical value of the treatise. In my view it is a puzzling text that (a) presents critical arguments 
against the Batinites; (b) makes important contributions in order to understand al-Ghazali’s 
sympathy with Sufism; and (c) suggests significant clues for understanding the relations 
between philosophy and theology in al-Ghazali’s thought 

2 “(...) I began by saying to myself: ‘First I must seek for the knowledge of the true mean¬ 
ing of things, therefore, I must inquire into what the true meaning of knowledge is.' Then 
it became clear to me that sure and certain knowledge is that in which the thing known is 
made so manifest that no doubt clings to it, nor is it accompanied by the possibility of error 
and deception, nor can the mind even suppose such a possibility. Furthermore, safety from 
error must accompany the certainty to such a degree that, if someone proposed to show it to 
be false - for example, a man who would turn a stone into gold and a stick into a snake - his 
feat would not induce any doubt or denial. For if I know that ten is more than three, and then 
someone were to say: ‘No, on the contrary, three is more than ten, as is proved by my turning 
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knowledge and certainty. In this direction, a well-known contemporary episte¬ 
mological principle with Cartesian roots is ‘we should believe nothing that we 
do not know for certain.’ Or, as al-Ghazall suggests: ‘we know some proposition 
X when we are sure that it is not possible to find an error in it.’ Thus, if someone 
tries to show that a proposition such as “ten is more than three” is false and he 
or she proves it by means of something miraculous, that should not make us 
change our mind - some propositions are irrefutable. The Munqidh, however, 
shows al-Ghazalfs crisis when he finds that there is no certainty in knowledge. 
This distrust of knowledge drove al-Ghazall to skepticism. After God cured 
him, however, he began to inquire into the different methods employed by the 
seekers of the truth. The Munqidh reveals a particular epistemic itinerary: from 
knowledge to skepticism and from skepticism to reasoned faith. 

Here, I argue that al-Ghazall is a foundationalist who adopts skepticism as a 
starting point in his epistemology, with the intention of showing that the only 
way to avoid skepticism is to argue that the first principles or primary truths 
on which knowledge is grounded are intuitively apprehended. This solution is 
directly connected to the knowledge of God. It is God who ultimately grounds 
all knowledge. But how can we know God? Al-Ghazali’s question on the nature 
of knowledge is, then, simultaneously the question of the correct way of know¬ 
ing God. In order to find an answer to the question on the knowledge of God, 
I moved to al-Ghazali’s logical-religious treatise called, The Correct Balance 
(al-Qistas al-mustaqim ). * I * 3 In this short work, al-Ghazall connects philosophi¬ 
cal logic with revelation and conceives intellectual knowledge as the best way 
to know God. I argue, however, that this does not make al-Ghazall a radical 
rationalist; rather, he is reforming traditional Islamic theology and is adopt¬ 
ing logical argumentation in order to provide an original (though problematic) 
understanding of the relationship between reason and revelation. Indeed, 
al-Ghazall thinks that they are not contradictory, but entirely compatible. The 


this stick into a snake - and if he were to do just that and I were to see him do it, I would 
not doubt my knowledge because of his feat The only effect it would have on me would be 
to make me wonder how he could do such thing. But there would be no doubt at all about 
what I knew!’ 

I realized, then, that whatever I did not know in this way and was not certain of with this 

kind of certainty was unreliable and unsure knowledge, and that every knowledge unaccom¬ 
panied by safety from error is not sure and certain knowledge” (al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh 7,55, 
trans. McCarthy, slightly modified; Arabic 63-64). 

3 I use the Arabic version al-Qistas al-mustaqim, ed. M. BIju, Damascus: Al-Matba‘a al- c Ilmiyya, 
1993, and the English version included in al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh trans. McCarthy, 287-332. 
I quote McCarthy's translation indicating the paragraph and the page, and the Arabic version 
of Biju indicating the page. 
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use of philosophical logic within theology radically changes the traditional 
conception of revelation as something miraculous and attained by means 
other than human reason. 


Al-Ghazall’s al-Munqidh min ad-dalal starts with the question regarding the 
true meaning of knowledge (‘ ilm): “certain knowledge is that in which the thing 
known is made so manifest that no doubt ( rayb ) clings to it, nor is it accom¬ 
panied by the possibility of error and deception, nor can the mind even sup¬ 
pose such a possibility .” 4 This definition is close to the Aristotelian notion of 
apodeixis . 5 According to Aristotle, this kind of reasoning is reserved, in the 
strict sense, to mathematics and metaphysics . 6 And, certainly, al-Ghazall uses 
a mathematical example that makes it clear that there are some propositions 
that prove the infallibility of reason: “ten is more than three” is an irrefutable 
proposition. It is a necessary assertion that guarantees the certainty of knowl¬ 
edge. For Aristotle, necessary propositions are not reserved to mathematics. 
The first principles, and those principles in which each science and discipline 
are grounded, are also proofs of the infallibility of reason. In addition, Aristotle 
affirms that reason is infallible in the case of empirical realities. According to 
some contemporary scholars, Aristotle grounds knowledge in a group of self- 
evident, irrefutable principles and, in this sense, he is avoiding skepticism . 7 
Yet we should ask - as al-Ghazall himself asked - what would happen if these 
principles broke down. 

Al-Ghazall claims that the only cognitions of which we can have certainty 
are sense-data ( al-hissiyydt ) and self-evident truths (or ‘necessary things’: 
ad-daruriyyat). He decides, however, to test whether or not we can truly have 


4 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh 7,55, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 64. 

5 See Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984, Posterior Analytics 1,2,7ibi8-24. 

6 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Barnes, Posterior Analytics 1.1-2, 7iai-72b4; 
Metaphysics books 3 and 4. See also Mathematik und Metaphysik bei Aristoteles, ed. Andreas 
Graeser, Bern & Sttutgart: HauptVerlag, 1987. 

7 Enrico Berti, L’unitadelsapereinAristotele, Padua: cedam, 1965,i56;Terence Irwin, Aristotle’s 
first principles, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988,196-198; Jonathan Barnes, commen¬ 
tary on Aristotle Posterior Analytics, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993, 261-267; Orna Harari, 
Knowledge and demonstration. Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, Dordrecht/Boston/London: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2004,39-62. 
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certainty. The results of this testing are very similar to those of Descartes : 8 
empirical observation is an imperfect source of knowledge because it induces 
doubt. Reason is able to show the falsehood of sense-data, and it is reason¬ 
able to believe that reason is trustworthy. Still, if reason acts as a judge of the 
sense-data, perhaps there is a judge that is beyond reason and that could 
declare the falsehood of judgments. The sort of philosophical problem that 
follows the possibility of a judge of reason is well known: how is it possible to 
distinguish whether one is dreaming or whether one is awake? Al-Ghazall con¬ 
fesses that given that he could not find a satisfactory answer to this problem he 
turned skeptic in fact but not in doctrine . 9 

The distinction between dreaming and waking states is a well-known prob¬ 
lem in the history of philosophy. From Descartes’ evil demon 10 to Putnam’s 
brain-in-a-vat experiment , 11 the possibility of dreaming while we are allegedly 


8 In this respect two articles offer interesting parallels: the first one is from Sami M. Najm, 
“The Place and Function of Doubt in the Philosophies of Descartes and Al-Ghazali.” 
Philosophy East and West 16, 3/4(1966): 133-41; the second one is from Tamara Albertini, 
“Crisis and Certainty of Knowledge in al-Ghazali (1058-1111) and Descartes (1596-1650).” 
Philosophy East and West 55 (2005): 1-14. Although Descartes’s proposal in the Meditations 
is veiy similar to al-Ghazalfs, there is no evidence that Descartes was aware of the 
Munqidh. Mustafa Abu-Sway, in Al-Ghazzalyy. A Study in Islamic Epistemology (Kuala 
Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1996), 142, mentions the alleged existence of a 
translated copy of the Munqidh in Descartes' library in Paris, with his comments in the 
margin, but Abu-Sway himself affirms that there is no account of the nature of these 
comments. Ignacio L. Gotz, “The Quest for Certainty: al-Ghazali and Descartes,’ "Journal 
of Philosophical Research 92 (2003): 13-16, says that there are different opinions on this 
alleged influence. He mentions that while Catherine Wilson states that Descartes defi¬ 
nitely read al-Ghazalfs work, V. V. Naumkin affirms that there is not much information in 
support of such a claim. Since according to Gotz there is no evidence of a Latin transla¬ 
tion of the Munqidh before Descartes’ time, he offers some other alternative following 
scholars such as Sharif and Zakzouk: (a) perhaps he knew about al-Ghazali in the works 
of Aquinas and Ramon Llull; (b) it was translated orally for Descartes by some scholar 
of Arabic - after all, Descartes had contact with some Orientalists like Jacobus Golius 
(1596-1667), who taught Arabic and mathematics at the University of Leiden; (c) it is 
known that a student of Golius, Levinius Warner, had a manuscript copy of the Munqidh 
which is now at the Rijks Universiteit of Leiden. It seems that the more convincing alter¬ 
native is that perhaps Descartes exchanged ideas with Golius and his circle not only about 
mathematics but also about Islamic matters. 

9 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh 15,57, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 67-68. 

10 Rene Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy in Meditations and Other Metaphysical 
Writings, ed. D. Clarke, Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1998,22. 

11 Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth and History, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982, 
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awake has been discussed and is an open door for skepticism. Al-Ghazall could 
not find a satisfactory argument to distinguish waking life from dreaming. He 
was genuinely perplexed by the fact that it is possible to believe the reality of 
certain dreamed things and circumstances while we are asleep. His argument 
is as follows: if it is true that we believe what is happening in our dreams (while 
we are asleep) and we find that those imaginings and beliefs are unsubstantial 
when we wake up, what guarantees that there is not another state that has the 
same relation as waking has to dreaming? Al-Ghazall is asking for a certain 
and infallible source of knowledge as well as for a method that could justify 
it; after two months without finding a consistent source and justification for 
knowledge, of course, he became a skeptic . 12 Later on, however, he fortunately 
was healed by God: his soul regained its health and balance and once again he 
accepted the self-evident data of reason. The restoration of al-Ghazalfs soul 
did not come from a ‘rational proof’ or from argumentation. It came from a 
light that, according to him, “is the key to most knowledge .” 13 

It is not easy to understand the metaphor of “light .” 14 From an epistemo¬ 
logical standpoint, it would be difficult to explain it in the way that al-Ghazall 
describes it, namely, as a “light which God casts into the heart ”. 15 I shall not 
discuss the way in which this “illumination” affects our heart (following the 
Aristotelian tradition, al-Ghazall shared with other thinkers the belief that 
intelligence {nous) is located in the heart and not in the brain). I shall point 
out, however, that the action of an external agent, namely God, is a resource 
that guarantees that knowledge is well grounded. But God is not replacing 


12 In my view, this is a very particular kind of skepticism. Certainly, it is neither the skepti¬ 
cism of Sextus Empiricus nor that of the Islamic thinker Ibn ar-Rawandi; rather, it seems to 
be a sort of methodological skepticism. Some of al-Ghazalfs biographers think, however, 
that this skepticism was a sincere crisis that deeply affected even his emotional stability. 
For an interesting and valuable approach to al-Ghazalfs skepticism see Leor Halevi, “The 
Theologian’s Doubts: Natural Philosophy and the Skeptical Games of Ghazali,” Journal 
of the History of Ideas 63,1 (2002): 19-39, and Taneli Kukkonen, “al-Ghazalfs Skepticism 
Revisited,” in Rethinking the History of Skepticism. The Missing Medieval Background, ed. 
G. Henrik Lagerlund, Leiden: Brill, 2010, 29-60. 

13 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh 15,57, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 68. 

14 Al-Ghazalfs treatise The Niche of Lights (Mishkdt al-Anwar), trans. David Buchman, 
Provo: Brigham Young University Press, 1998, for example, is a mystical treatise where he 
deeply explores this metaphor. Franz Rosenthal's Knowledge Triumphant. The Concept of 
Knowledge in Medieval Islam, Leiden: Brill, 2007, pp. 155-193, is truly helpful for under¬ 
standing the sense of this metaphor among Sufis. For more on this topic, see Girdner's 
contribution to this volume. 

15 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh 16,58, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 68. 
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reason; we must be careful when understanding al-Ghazall’s metaphor of 
light because it does not have exactly the same sense as in Sufism - that is, 
it is not a sort of ecstasy or mystic encounter in which human understanding 
is invalidated. For al-Ghazall, this light is an illumination from God that makes 
human knowledge possible. He argues, therefore, that our first epistemologi¬ 
cal attitude does not arise from knowledge per se. Previous to knowledge, we 
acquired a group of first principles or primary truths that enable the founda¬ 
tion of knowledge. Those principles come from God. Thus, al-Ghazall’s con¬ 
ception of knowledge is distinctly foundationalist. This means that knowledge 
begins with an illumination or, in other words, with an ‘intuition’ that leads us 
to some principles or propositions that can be known with certainty. In order 
to confirm the consistency of those first principles that are supported by God 
and at the same time support knowledge, al-Ghazall tests other sources of 
knowledge, as I show in the next section. 


2 

After defending the sort of foundationalism explained above, al-Ghazall 
evaluates the epistemological categories of whom he calls “the seekers of the 
truth” (asnaf at-taliblri). The analysis starts with the dialectic method of the 
mutakaUimun. Al-Ghazall’s description of the kaldm underlines its apologetic 
use for the preservation of the traditional Islamic creed and the refutation of 
the confusions and innovations introduced by heretics. The science of kaldm 
is characterized precisely by its dialectic or polemic method. This means 
that it deals with probable premises. Although al-Ghazall was a theologian 
and wrote long treatises against innovative conceptions of religious dogma, 
in the Munqidh he concedes that there is something defective in the theolo¬ 
gians’ methodology . 16 When theologians argued against their adversaries, says 
al-Ghazall, “they relied on premises which they took over from their adver¬ 
saries, being compelled to admit them by uncritical acceptance deriving from 
the Qur’an and the Traditions .” 17 This is where the methodological defects 
are found: theological polemics are devoted to showing the inconsistencies 
and the illogical conclusions of those who have been considered innovators 


16 Al-Ghazall’s critiques concerning theology are intriguing. Although he is usually consid¬ 
ered a theologian, he could also be taken for a “religious thinker” discussing theological 
matters. Al-Ghazall was familiar with the methodology of the mutakallimun and certainly 
he could be considered an Asha’irite. 

17 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh 23, 59, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 72. 
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and, in their discussions, the theologians assume that the religious tradition 
that comes from the community, the Book, and the Tradition should not be 
analyzed. In contrast, al-Ghazall suggests that those sources of religion should 
also be critically analyzed because, otherwise, theologians would not be able 
to dispute with those who admit only truths of reason. This is why, sooner or 
later, theology resorts to philosophy; it is also why Islamic theologians began 
to study the true nature of things. Nevertheless, given that this was not the aim 
of theology, those theologians sympathetic to philosophy failed to clarify those 
matters in disagreement . 18 

Al-Ghazall recognized the power of philosophy and its capacity to find 
errors in other sciences. Philosophy is grounded on logic, the science of perfect 
reasoning. Thus, this science - and specifically the art of demonstration - leads 
to certainty. Although certainty is guaranteed by demonstration, al-Ghazall 
was not satisfied with it. He was suspicious of the coherence of philosophi¬ 
cal arguments. Concretely, he distrusted them because some philosophers 
attained false conclusions despite apparently having argued correctly. In the 
autobiographical Munqidh, he does not absolutely repudiate philosophical 
argumentation; rather, he condemns the unbelief and godlessness of most 
of the philosophers and expresses his disapproval of the infidelity and heresy 
involved in some of their conclusions. 

According to al-Ghazall, logic and mathematics are paradigmatic philo¬ 
sophical disciplines with infallible and accurate methodologies. He does not 
criticize the logical and mathematical methods per se. Both are rational dis¬ 
ciplines and there is no objection against them . 19 Something quite different 


18 Al-Ghazall, al-Munqidh 24,60, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 72-73. 

19 Though logic and mathematics are safe disciplines because they do not deal with reli¬ 
gious matters, al-Ghazall mentions some inconveniences related to them. Mathematics 
is a paradigmatic discipline since it is accurate and entirely true. The evils related to 
mathematics are not due to its intrinsic methodology; rather, the first evil of mathemat¬ 
ics comes from the people who marvel at its accuracy and surmise that every philosophi¬ 
cal argument reaches the same exactness - clearly, not every philosophical discipline 
works with the same clarity and precision as mathematics does. Thus, people do not 
distinguish between mathematical and other kinds of philosophical assertions, holding 
instead that philosophy is always accurate; it is easy to become an unbeliever this way. 
A second evil related to mathematics emerges when some ignorant Muslims reject math¬ 
ematical accuracy, believing it to be dangerous for religion. Something similar happens 
with logic: philosophers trust in apodictic demonstrations because they lead to certitude, 
so in many cases they distrust those disciplines that cannot satisfy the argumentative 
conditions of demonstration. Another common critique against philosophers is that they 
frequently think that they have proved something when actually they have erred in their 
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happens with the rest of the philosophical disciplines, however: al-Ghazall 
devotes some paragraphs to show the inconsistencies of physics, metaphysics, 
politics, and ethics. 

Errors in physics and metaphysics are related. Al-Ghazall mentions that 
he has already faced these, and especially the metaphysical errors, in the The 
Incoherence of the Philosophers (Tahafut alfalasifa), a treatise in which he 
refutes philosophical heresies or innovations. He is concerned specifically 
with three issues, common among philosophers, which are offensive to every 
Muslim: (a) denial of the resurrection of the body; (b) the claim that God 
knows universals but not particulars; and (c) affirmation of the eternity of the 
world. These questions contradict the religious dogmas of the resurrection of 
the body, of divine omniscience, and of creation respectively. Despite these 
errors, however, there is nothing to be condemned in the theologians who sub¬ 
scribe to some philosophical views, such as “the denial of the divine attributes, 
and their assertion that God knows by His essence, and not by a knowledge 
superadded to His essence .” 20 

With regard to politics, al-Ghazall affirms that philosophers have taken 
the general maxims of revelation and have not added anything different; and 
regarding ethics, he asserts that philosophers have simply adopted what has 
been said by the Sufis. The product of this philosophical mixture of prophetic 
utterances, the sayings of the Sufis, and the presentation of the qualities and 
habits of the soul was a confusing ethical teaching. At this point, al-Ghazall 
concludes that the source of knowledge can be found neither among the com¬ 
mon opinions discussed by theologians, nor amongst the apodictic arguments 
presented by the philosophers, nor within the resultant eclectic combination 
of religion and philosophy the philosophers had demonstrated. 

After dealing with philosophy, al-Ghazall turns his attention to those who 
follow the teachings of the infallible Imam. Given that al-Ghazall explains that 
they follow the authority (ta’limiyya) of the Imam, in his translation McCarthy 
refers to them as the TaTimites or authoritarians. The Arabic text refers to the 
Batiniyya . 21 Al-Ghazall mentions that while he was reading the writings of this 
sect, the Caliph asked him to write a book revealing the true meaning of their 
esoteric doctrine; he wrote, therefore, the short treatise entitled The Infamies of 
the Batinites and the Virtues ofthe Mustazhirites ( Fada’ih al-Batiniyyawafadd 3 il 
al-Mustazhiriyya). Batiniyya is a pejorative term that means, precisely, ‘esoteric’; 


arguments and are incapable of realizing it. See al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh 36-44, 63-65, 
trans. McCarthy; Arabic 79-82. 

20 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh 48-67, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 84. 

21 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh, Arabic 69. 
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it is the one that al-Ghazall uses several times within his treatises to designate 
his Isma'ili adversaries. Therefore, there are reasons to suspect that the follow¬ 
ers of the Imam are the Isma'ilis, and al-Ghazall basically disapproves of their 
servility to authority ( ta'limiyya ). The notion of authority is quite relevant for 
them but al-Ghazall is skeptical about their notion of an infallible Imam. This 
skepticism also presents an epistemological problem. For the followers of the 
infallible Imam, the source of knowledge is authority; in this sense, it is not 
necessary to search for the truth in the philosophical disciplines or in indepen¬ 
dent judgments. 

Al-Ghazall explains that some Muslims give priority to personal judgment 
or reasoned opinion (ray) over blind adhesion to the criterion of authority; 
here emerges a complex epistemological problem: which of these sources is 
safer? The followers of the infallible Imam think that it is safer to discard reason 
( an-nazar) and replace it with authoritative instruction (ta’Llm). Al-Ghazall, 
however, disagrees with both alternatives. Independent reasoning is not trust¬ 
worthy if it is reduced to the opinion or personal criterion of a jurist. As we 
shall see, though, if reasoning is assisted by logic, then it is definitely valid and 
trustworthy. In this last sense, independent reasoning should not be identified 
as reasoned opinion but as formal argumentation. 

To trust in authority is problematic. We have to inquire into its legitimacy. 
This matter is not easy since there are many founders of theological and juridi¬ 
cal schools and there are differences between them. If every Muslim has to 
follow an authority, this should remove the differences between the schools. 
In other words, if All was the first Imam, why did he not eradicate the dif¬ 
ferences? The fact is that there are many differences among the Muslim sects 
and if someone decides to follow a specific authority, they previously have to 
judge whether or not that leader is legitimate . 22 Al-Ghazall says, for instance, 
that if someone follows Abu Hanifa or ash-ShafiT, or another religious author¬ 
ity, it is necessary to exercise independent reasoning in order to judge which 
is the best qualified authority; as such, it is not possible to discard personal 
judgment. Thus, when the followers of the Imam argue for the infallibility of 
authority, present the role of the Imam as the only alternative for eradicat¬ 
ing the discrepancies, and invite their people to discard judgment, they simply 
emphasize differences rather than dissolve them. 


2 2 Certainly, it is common to find that people actually follow a specific authority because they 

were educated in that tradition. Al-Ghazall rejects this possibility because it would lead 
us to believe that there is no true religion and that each person becomes Jew, Christian, 
Muslim, or follows a sect instead of another because the force of tradition instead of the 
truth itself. 
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Al-Ghazall adds one last element to his critique of the followers of the infal¬ 
lible Imam. What he criticizes is not just the strong role of authority in their 
theory, but also the ambiguity of the arguments they employ when discussing 
theological matters, especially the legitimacy of their Imam. It is for this reason 
that, as mentioned before, al-Ghazall called them Batinites or ‘esoteric.’ 

If the followers of the infallible Imam are the Isma'Tlis as I think they are, 
it is fair to stress that al-Ghazall is not completely impartial in his critique of 
them; one could even say that some of his accounts are crude and simplis¬ 
tic, and some scholars have already pointed out distortions in al-Ghazali’s 
descriptions . 23 I do not intend to dwell on a detailed analysis of these distor¬ 
tions. What I want to stress is al-Ghazali’s intention when he argues against 
the Isma'ili conception of authority; he is defending reason against what he 
considers an irrational attitude that - paradoxically - is supported by rational¬ 
ity. The Isma'Tlis invite their followers to abandon the use of reason because 
it is fallible. The IsmaTlis argue the following: reason is fallible; a proof of this 
fallibility is that judgments may be right or wrong, however rational they appear. 
Given this risk, therefore, it is better to discard reason entirely and replace falli¬ 
ble opinions with an external infallible authority, i.e., ta’lim. Al-Ghazall refutes 
authoritarianism, but his argument works also as a refutation of epistemologi¬ 
cal fallibilism. He reiterates, however, that choosing to believe in an authority 
is a rational decision. As such, even the authority of instruction ( ta'lim ) and 
the knowledge gleaned from it refer ultimately to rationality. Here, we find an 
epistemological problem that is relevant even today: how should laypersons 
evaluate the testimony of experts or of authority? It seems that a solution to 
this problem would have to appeal to logical competencies, and this is what 
al-Ghazall argues. 

Having rejected the IsmaTli notion of authority as a valid source of knowl¬ 
edge, al-Ghazall offers a careful analysis of Sufi mysticism. For him, the way of 
the Sufis is definitely the most attractive alternative. He agrees with some Sufi 
concerns (for instance, the emphasis on practice instead of theory, or their pro¬ 
motion of asceticism), yet he rejects ecstasy as the only means of knowing the 


23 Eric Ormsby observes that al-Ghazali’s views on the Isma'ilis are incomplete because they 

are based principally only on the doctrines propounded by Hasan-i Sabbah, the leader of 
the Nizari Isma'ilis in Syria. According to Ormsby, al-Ghazali’s attacks are too diffuse and 
it seems that sometimes he misreads their texts deliberately (Eric Ormsby, Ghazali: The 
Revival of Islam, Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2008, 99-104. For the polemical recep¬ 
tion of al-Ghazalfs writings on the Isma'ilis, the work of Farouk Mitha, Al-Ghazall and the 
IsmaTlis, London: I.B. Tauris, 2001 (esp. pp. 19-27; 86-102) is quite helpful. 
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truth, warning against the excesses of this kind of spirituality, which include, 
for instance, the primacy of ecstasy over worship. 

Sufis have spiritual interests that move them away from theologians, phi¬ 
losophers, and the followers of the infallible Imam. The concept of knowledge 
(7/m) is radically different for Sufis because they are not interested in offering a 
theoretical account of knowledge; their main concern is mysticism. 24 Mystical 
experience is intangible, something that surpasses words and rational under¬ 
standing. The Sufi conception of knowledge as light is quite different from 
the philosophical conception of knowledge as thought, and al-Ghazall is con¬ 
scious of this distinction. 


3 

Now, if within the Munqidh kaldm- theology, philosophy, and authoritative 
instruction (ta’llm) have been discarded as sources of knowledge, what would 
count as a valid source? As I mentioned in the first section, the source of 
knowledge is God for al-Ghazall, since God ultimately provides the basis of 
all knowledge. But how can we know God? Do we know Him by intuition? God 
presents Himself in revelation; yet, do we understand revelation as a mystical 
experience, or as an intellectual one? As I mentioned at the beginning, it is pos¬ 
sible to propose an answer going beyond the Munqidh and finding its connec¬ 
tions with another treatise entitled The Correct Balance (al- Qistas al-mustaqlm). 
There, al-Ghazall connects philosophical logic with revelation and maintains 
that the intellectual or philosophical way of understanding revelation is the 
best way to know God. This means that al-Ghazall moderates some of his 
critiques of philosophy and, as he does in other writings, he must therefore 
harmonize philosophy - and specifically logic - with revelation. In this sense, 
I think that al-Ghazall, proposing a radical identification of logic and revela¬ 
tion, reforms traditional Islamic theology. In my view, al-Ghazall has already 
argued as a reformer when criticizing the methodology of his peers in the 
Munqidh ; this does not mean, however, that he is abandoning his vocation - 
rather, he has a methodological alternative in mind. The key for finding this sort 
of reformed methodology is the treatise The Correct Balance. In the Munqidh, 


24 I do not intend to offer an in depth study of the nature of mystical knowledge. Although 
I think it is an interesting issue, it is beyond the scope of the epistemological problems 
with which we are dealing. For more on this issue, see Franz Rosenthal, Knowledge 
Triumphant: The concept of knowledge in medieval Islam, Leiden: Brill, 2007, 58-69; 
176-193. 
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there are significant allusions to this work: (a) al-Ghazali refers to it in order to 
find a way to avoid false beliefs; 25 (b) he mentions that in that treatise he has 
also studied a way to end disagreement among men; 26 (c) he affirms that in the 
Qistas he has explained “the scale for weighing knowledge and showing that he 
who fully understands it has no need of an infallible Imam”; 27 and, (d) later on, 
he resorts to the same treatise to identify the treatment for those who claim to 
be perplexed because of the teachings of the authoritarians. 28 

I find these references to be particularly important because they validate 
the source of knowledge explained by al-Ghazali in the Qistas. In terms of con¬ 
tents, the Qistas is largely devoted to an explanation of Aristotelian syllogism. 
Thus, we find there a philosophical theology of sorts and, in this sense, both a 
reformed version of kalam and an illuminating explanation of how theology 
resorts to different kinds of syllogisms. The Qistas offers a particular explana¬ 
tion of the “correct balance” between reason and revelation; as such, it con¬ 
tains a sort of apology for logical reasoning. Thus, the Qistas should be read as 
a key text for finding a precise answer to the question of what should be used 
as a source for understanding revelation and comprehending the knowledge 
of God. It is the place where we should find the correct way of carrying out 
theological investigation (without committing the errors that al-Ghazali has 
attributed to theologians in the Munqidh) and the correct way of using philo¬ 
sophical argumentation (carefully examining the syllogistic structure of every 
argument in order to avoid false conclusions). 

Al-Ghazali wrote several works on logic; he was, after all, truly interested in 
an in-depth understanding of the different kinds of syllogisms and argumen¬ 
tative strategies. The Qistas is his only treatise devoted explicitly to the use 
of syllogisms in the Qur’an. 29 In my view, al-Ghazali is reforming traditional 
theology for two basic reasons: (a) he is convinced that “philosophical logic,” 
that is, the demonstrative method (not the dialectic of the ordinary dogmatic 
theologians), can be perfectly incorporated into revelation and, therefore, that 


25 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh 68,73-4, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 95. 

26 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh 70,74, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 96. 

27 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh 76,76, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 98. 

2 8 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh 140,93, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 124. 

29 The use of syllogism for interpreting the Qur’an is the starting-point of the remarkable 
work of Rosalind W Gwyne, Logic, Rhetoric, and Legal Reasoning in the Qur’an, London: 
Routledge Curzon, 2004. In her work, she includes over thirty varieties of explicit and 
implicit arguments in the Qur’an. In my opinion, the most interesting chapters are the 
sixth and seventh, both devoted to the presence of rhetorical arguments in the Book. 
For a related topic see J. van Ess, “The Logical Structure of Islamic Theology,” in Logic in 
Classical Islamic Culture, ed. G. von Grunebaum, Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz, 1970,21-50. 
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there is no contradiction between revelation and reason; (b) he is radically 
changing theological methodology, since he thinks that theologians should 
verify revealed assertions (in this sense, he definitely thinks that logic is the 
most perfect scientific method; perhaps that is why he does not criticize logi¬ 
cal and mathematical methodologies per se in the Munqidh). The method¬ 
ological perfection of logic and mathematics allows us to admit both of these 
disciplines as paradigmatic. Thus, they should be the correct disciplines for 
understanding revelation, that is, for knowing God. Certainly, al-Ghazali is 
more interested in the philosophical argumentative arts than in arithmetical, 
geometrical, and astronomical matters. For his aims, the nature of the syllo¬ 
gism, the methods of proofs, the rules of demonstration, and the combination 
of premises provide a more adequate methodology. 

Nevertheless, al-Ghazali’s intentions in the Qistas go beyond the mere com¬ 
prehension of syllogisms. One of the basic subjects discussed in the Qistas 
is the perfection of knowledge, that is, the supreme way to know God. As 
Abrahamov 30 has pointed out, this is one of the most discussed matters among 
scholars working on al-Ghazali. Some have argued that al-Ghazali states that 
the best way to know God is the mystical experience as taught by the Sufis. 
Watt, for instance, has argued that he combines both ways, the mystical and 
the intellectual, simultaneously or at different times. 31 In my view, Abrahamov 
is right when he maintains that al-Ghazali emphasizes the intellectual way. 
But this alternative offers some more difficulties: in this case it is relevant to 
understand the complex overlapping of philosophy and theology, and the 
relation between logic and revelation. Otherwise, it is easy to misunderstand 
al-Ghazali’s conception of theology and to understand his views as if he were 
a radical rationalist thinker. Although al-Ghazali showed some disagreement 
with philosophy, he considered logic to be a valid method of verification. Thus, 
he selected it as the most appropriate way for attaining certitude. Al-Ghazali 
trusted in logic as a valid way of interpreting the Qur’an and, in this sense, of 
knowing revelation. 

Trusting logic implies that it provides helpful tools for interpreting the 
Qur’an and, obviously, that human reason is necessary for knowing God. With 
this in mind, it is clearer why al-Ghazali criticized the Isma'ilis’ intention of 
discarding reason in the Munqidh, and also why the mystical practices of the 


30 Binyamin Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali’s Supreme Way to Know God,” Studia Islamica 77 
(1993): 141-168. 

31 Ibid., 141. 
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Sufis did not entirely satisfy him. 32 Al-Ghazall believed in the superiority of 
philosophical reasoning if the conclusions reached were the correct ones. He 
wanted to show to the followers of the esoteric sect, who rejected logic, that 
when used correctly logic does not contradict revelation. On the contrary, 
revelation incorporates logic and it helps prevent arbitrary interpretations 
of the Qur’an. Another issue would be whether the aim of the Qistas was to 
convince the former sect about the methodological advantages of logic and, 
further, to show them how the Qur’an itself has a syllogistic basis (this would 
mean that logic is a discipline that is present in revelation). It seems that 
al-Ghazali’s main purpose was to refute the Isma'ilis (that is, the esoteric 
Batinites) and certainly this is what he does. In my view, both purposes are 
important. It is very significant, however, that his arguments are not restricted 
to disproving the invalidation of reason. He presents a meticulous analysis of 
several Qur’anic assertions using Aristotelian and Stoic syllogistic. 

In his classic work, Muslim Intellectual, Watt 33 asks why it was necessary for 
al-Ghazall to argue in that way, namely, by trying to find a Qur’anic justifica¬ 
tion for the different types of syllogism (the first, second, and third Aristotelian 
figures explained in the Prior Analytics, and the conjunctive and disjunctive 
syllogisms from the Stoics). According to Watt, the Qistas is a puzzling treatise 
consisting of forced interpretations of Qur’anic passages. Two of al-Ghazali’s 
other works are devoted to the explanation of logic: these, The Standard of 
Knowledge (Mi'ydr al-'ilm) and The Touchstone of Thinking (Mihakk an-nazar), 
are very technical because they were written for a philosophical audience. 
In contrast, the Qistas is not exactly a specialized treatise. It is possible that 
the audience for which this treatise was written could not understand logical 
technicalities. Thus, Watt 34 concludes that al-Ghazall “spend[s] time on trivi¬ 
alities of this kind” precisely because he was trying to explain logic to those 
people who were ignorant of it. In my opinion, the Qistas is not exclusively a 
treatise designed to teach basic logic. At the beginning of this essay, I referred 
to the Qistas as a logical-religious treatise because I think that it is devoted to 


32 It is true that especially at the end of his life, al-Ghazall followed, in many aspects, the 
practices of the Sufis. In The Revival of Religious Sciences ( Ihya ’ 'ulum ad-din), for instance, 
there are many passages that confirm his decision to follow that path. Although he admits 
the limited capacity of reason, this does not necessarily means that he rejected its useful¬ 
ness in verifying our knowledge and especially in avoiding errors. 

33 W. Montgomery Watt, Muslim Intellectual: a Study of al-Ghazall, Edinburgh: University 
Press, 1963,69-70. 

34 Ibid., 70. 
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integrating logic into revelation. 35 Al-Ghazall shows that there is no contradic¬ 
tion between reason and religion, and that, in fact, religious assertions have 
a syllogistic structure. Thus, he believed that it was possible to posit the exis¬ 
tence of a positive relationship between logic and revelation. 


4 

The Qistas presents an allegorical conversation between al-Ghazall and a 
Batinite. The latter asks al-Ghazall whether true knowledge is perceived by 
the “independent” balance of reasoning (ray) or by the balance of analogy 
(qtyas) 36 Obviously, the Batinite explains that both means are risky because 
they are contradictory; being ambiguous, they have been a cause of disagree¬ 
ment among believers. As such, following an infallible authority is safer than 
trusting the means of reason. Al-Ghazall summarily rejects the need to obey 
some infallible authority as the right method for attaining the truth; yet, he 
also rejects the two means mentioned by the Batinite, namely, ra’y and qiyas. 
He argues, then, that he weighs knowledge with the “correct balance,” an obvi¬ 
ous allusion to a verse in the Qur’an: “weigh with a just balance.” 37 

This balance consists of five scales emerging from the Book that God sent 
down and whereby He taught the Prophets to weigh knowledge. According 
to al-Ghazall, familiarity with these five scales is a prerequisite for attaining 
true knowledge. Yet, I must reiterate, these five scales can be identified with 
the five kinds of syllogisms presented by Aristotle and the Stoics. Al-Ghazall, 
however, does not explain them as part of a philosophical discipline, but as 
the technique of weighing or balancing established by God in the Qur’an. He 
states: “[K]now that the balances of the Qur’an are basically three: the balance 
of equivalence, and the balance of concomitance, and the balance of opposi¬ 
tion. But the balance of equivalence is divided into three - the greater, the 
middle, and the lesser. So the total is five.” 38 

Al-Ghazall explains the greater balance of equivalence (rriizan at-ta’acLul) 
in chapter two. Chapters three and four are devoted to the middle balance 


35 On al-Ghazali’s purposes of the Qistas see Angelika Kleinknecht, “Al-Qistas al-Mustaqlm: 
Eine Ableitung der Logik aus dem Koran,” in Islamic Philosophy and the Classical 
Tradition, ed. S. M. Stem, A. Hourani, and V. Brown, Oxford: Cassirer, 1972,159-87; and 
Martin Whittingham, Al-Ghazall and the Qur’an, London: Routledge, 2007,81-101. 

36 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 1,245, trans. McCarthy; Arabic n-12. 

37 Q-17:35- 

38 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 12,248, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 18. 
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of measurement ( al-mlzan al-awsat) and the lesser balance of measurement 
(al-mlzan al-asghar), respectively. Chapters five and six concern the balance 
of concomitance ( mlzan at-taldzum) and the balance of opposition ( mlzan 
at-ta'anud), respectively. The other five chapters deal with different matters 
related to the five balances: chapter seven concerns false syllogisms; chapter 
eight argues that Muhammad is the only authoritative teacher and that he 
established the revealed truth by means of syllogisms; chapter nine deals with 
the different debates among believers; chapter ten explains why ra 3 y and qiyas 
are not the correct means of inquiry. 

I shall now focus on chapter eight in order to show that al-Ghazali provides 
an original alternative for harmonizing reason and revelation which, as men¬ 
tioned previously, transforms the traditional conception of revelation as some¬ 
thing miraculous and unattainable by reason. Al-Ghazali opts for intellectual 
knowledge as the best way of knowing God. This means, as I shall show, that 
reasoning - that is, logic - provides a subjective certainty to the believer con¬ 
cerning revelation, which itself is true quoad se. 

The greater balance of equivalence is the categorical syllogism, which, as 
McCarthy’s translation recalls, is explained in Aristotle’s Prior Analytics , 39 
Al-Ghazali explains that this is the syllogism that Abraham used with Nimrod: 

Know that the Greater Balance is that which the Friend [Abraham] used 
with Nimrod. So from him we have learned it, but by means of the Qur’an. 
Nimrod claimed divinity. And “God” by agreement, is a designation of 
“the one who can do everything [is omnipotent].” So Abraham said: “God 
is my God, because He it is who makes to live and causes to die: He can do 
it and you cannot do it!” Nimrod replied: “I make to live and cause to die,” 
meaning that he makes the semen live by coitus and causes to die by kill¬ 
ing. Then Abraham knew that it would be difficult for him to understand 
his error. So he turned to what would be clearer for Nimrod and said: 
“God brings the sun from the east: do you bring it from the west” - and he 
who misbelieved was astonished. And God Most High praised Abraham 
saying: “And that was Our proof which We brought to Abraham against 
his people”. 40 


39 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle {Prior Analytics), ed. Jonathan Barnes, 1.4, 25b, 
26-26b. 

40 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 17,250, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 21. 
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According to al-Ghazali, Abraham’s response could be converted into two 
syllogisms: 


Whoever can make the sun rise is God [one principle] 
But my God can make the sun rise [a second principle] 
[Therefore] my God is God - and not you, Nimrod. 41 


And: 


My Lord is the one who makes the sun rise. 

And the one who makes the sun rise is a god. 

So it follows from it that my Lord is a god. 42 

The first syllogism, as McCarthy 43 points out, is a darii; but the second vio¬ 
lates a basic rule given by Aristotle for the first figure syllogisms, namely, that 
the minor premise must be affirmative and the major premise must be univer¬ 
sal. It seems, however, that al-Ghazali is trying to build a Barbara. 

The middle balance (the second figure in Prior Analytics) 4 * is explained in 
chapter three. In this case the rule is that one premise must be negative, the 
major must be universal, and the conclusion must be negative. Al-Ghazali 
builds a cesare: 

The moon is a thing which sets. 

But God is not a thing which sets. 

Therefore the moon is not a God. 45 

He also presents a festino: 

Sons [of God] are not chastised [by God]. 

But you are chastised [by God]. 

Therefore, you are not sons [of God]. 46 


41 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 18,250, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 21-22. 

42 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 22,251, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 23. 

43 See McCarthy's annotation to al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 18,250. 

44 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle (Prior Analytics), ed. Jonathan Barnes, 1.5, 
26b34-28a. 

45 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 36,254, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 28. 

46 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 36,254, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 30. 
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And a defective camestres : 47 

Every friend desires to meet his friend 
But the Jew does not desire to meet God. 

Therefore, [it follows necessarily from this that] he is not the friend of 
God. 48 


The lesser balance (the third figure in Prior Analytics) 49 is explained in chapter 
four. According to Aristotle, in this case the minor premise must be affirmative 
and the conclusion must be particular. Al-Ghazall builds a darapti: 


Moses is a man. 

Moses is one upon whom the Scripture was sent down. 

Some man has had sent down upon him the Book [Scripture] 50 

The other two syllogisms, the balance of concomitance and the balance of 
opposition, are the modus tollens and modus ponens, respectively. In the first 
case, al-Ghazall uses the typical conjunctive conditional, “if P, then Q; but not 
Q; therefore not P”: 


If the world has two gods, heaven and earth would have gone to ruin. 

But it is a known fact that they have not gone to ruin. 

So there follows from these two a necessary condition, viz. the denial of 
the two gods. 51 

A second example in the same direction is: 

If there had been with the Lord of the Throne other gods, they assuredly 
would have sought a way to the Lord of the Throne. 

But it is a known fact that they did not seek that. 


47 As McCarthy (255-256, n. 43) points out, perhaps it would be more correct to state this 
syllogism as follows: Every friend of God desires to meet his friend God. But the Jew does 
not long to meet God. Therefore the Jew is not a friend of God. 

48 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 43,255, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 30. 

49 Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle (Prior Analytics), ed. Jonathan Barnes, 1.6, 
28aio-2ga. 

50 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 48,257, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 32. 

51 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 54,258, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 36. 
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So there follows necessarily the denial of gods other than the Lord of the 
Throne. 52 

For the modus ponens al-Ghazall resorts to the typical disjunctive conditional, 
“P or Q; but not P; therefore Q”: 

We or you are in manifest error. 

But it is known that We are not in error. 

So there follows from their coupling a necessary conclusion, viz. that you 
are in error. 53 

This explanation of syllogisms is so basic that we may think that the aim of 
the Qistas is, as I mentioned before, to explain logic to beginners; indeed, the 
presentation of syllogisms is the same as that which we find in every standard 
manual of logic. Given the rejection of independent reasoning and analogy, 
however, it can also be read as a subtle criticism of the way in which some 
theologians and jurists argued. Independent reasoning (ray) is used in juris¬ 
prudence when there is a situation with no definite resolution either in the 
Qur’an or in the hadith. If this happens, it is the personal criterion of the jurist 
which states the best resolution. Thus, the conclusion in those difficult cases 
comes from the experience, intellectual capacity, and moral disposition of the 
jurist, and not from an argument. From a logical standpoint, this could be a 
weak source of knowledge. Analogical reasoning ( qiyas) could be also a weak 
and defective source of knowledge if it is understood mainly as inductive rea¬ 
soning or as a paradigm. 54 For example, a jurist could reason as follows: ‘Zayd 
became a governor and he began to act with arrogance; and so did Omar and 
Ahmad; thus, if Arfan became governor, he will be arrogant.’ This is an ordinary 
case of a paradigm which proceeds by comparing similar particular cases and 
transferring them to another particular case. The weakness of both indepen¬ 
dent reasoning and analogy lies in that these argument types engender prob¬ 
ability, and not certainty. 


52 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 54,258, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 36-37. 

53 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 60,260, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 39. 

54 For the use of qiyas in the Islamic legal theory see Nabil Shehaby, “ ‘Ilia and Qiyas in Early 
Islamic Legal Theory” Journal of the American Oriental Society 102,1 (1982): 27-46. For the 
use of logic and formal arguments in the legal practice see Wael B. Hallaq, “Logic, Formal 
Arguments and Formalization of Arguments in Sunni Jurisprudence,” Arabica 37 (1990): 
315-58. 
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Al-Ghazali introduces these syllogistic forms because he wants to go beyond 
the probability of independent reasoning and analogy and also to avoid invalid 
arguments and false conclusions. Thus, he shows that logic is crucial because 
it strengthens arguments as well as detects defective, vague, and fallacious ele¬ 
ments. Paradoxically, in chapter eight al-Ghazali’s interlocutor still distrusts 
logic: even though this discipline is useful for discerning between correct and 
incorrect arguments and between those who have the right doctrine and those 
who have erred, a safer alternative is to rely on authority and avoid such subtle 
discussions. 55 Al-Ghazali believes that his interlocutor is a servile conformist 
that shows the same attitude shown by people who have learned their creeds 
from parents or teachers, not from weighing their beliefs: 

Your knowledge of the true Imam is not “necessary”. For it is either servile 
conformism to parents, or it is weighed by one of these balances the 
syllogisms that he has explained along the Qistas. For every cognition 
that it is not primary necessarily comes to be in its possessor through the 
existence of these balances in his soul, even though he is not conscious of 
it. For you know the correctness of the balance of assessment [at-taqdir: 
valuation] because of the order [systematic arrangement] in your mind 
of the two principles, the empirical and the sensible. It is also so for other 
persons without their being conscious of it. One who knows that this 
animal, for example, does not bear offspring because it is a mule, knows 
[this] by the arrangement of two principles, even though he is not con¬ 
scious of the source of his knowledge. Similarly every cognition in the 
world which comes to be in a man is like that. So if you have accepted 
the belief of infallibility in the true Imam, or even in Muhammad - Peace 
be upon him! - from parents and comrades by servile conformism, you 
are no different from the Jews [Chelhot’s 56 edition adds: and the 
Christians] and the Magicians [Zoroastrians]: for so they have done. But 
if you have accepted [it] from weighing with one of these balances, you 
may have erred in one of the fine points, and so you ought not to trust 
therein. 57 

After these words, the Batinite is perplexed. He thinks that al-Ghazali has 
blocked both sources of knowledge, both authority and weighing. Al-Ghazall 


55 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 91,268, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 55. 

56 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas al-Mustaqim, ed. V. Chelhot (Vol. iv, 1959). Bijti’s edition does not 
mention the Christians. 

57 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 92,268, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 55-56. 
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argues, however, that if an assertion causes difficulties, it should be submitted 
to the balance. Though it is true that our cognitions may err, the balance is the 
best way to detect errors and to remove doubts from our minds. In other words, 
careful logical analysis of every argument is the most trustworthy source of 
knowledge; it is also the best route to attain certainty. The “correct balance” 
guarantees knowledge, including the knowledge of God. This is in contrast 
with the traditional Muslim theologians, who verify the truth by appealing to 
the miracles of the Prophet and to tradition ( tawatur ). Both are criticized by 
al-Ghazall: trusting a master who has been taught by his master, who in turn 
has been authorized by another master, is a technique that may be subject to 
errors, especially when the uninterrupted chain of authorizers is long; 58 also, 
to trust in someone who changes a stick into a snake may be a trick of decep¬ 
tion and could result in ambiguities. 59 


5 

In conclusion, al-Ghazall has reformed traditional theology. He denies that 
revealed truth is grounded on miracles or tradition; instead, he states that 
there are logical arguments that certify it. This does not mean that reason 
is above revelation as, according to al-Ghazall, some Islamic philosophers 
thought; rather, it means that both divine revelation and demonstrative proof 
(. burhan ), which is furnished by human reason, lead to the same conclusions. 
Al-Ghazall’s conception is quite coherent: in the Munqidh he has argued that 
there are some principles of knowledge - primary truths or evident data of 
reason - that come from God. Logical reasoning is part of these acquired prin¬ 
ciples that support knowledge. We know them by intuition, that is, immedi¬ 
ately, and, just as it happens in foundationalist epistemologies, they guarantee 
knowledge. In other words, we have an immediate notion of truth that is a 
prerequisite for giving assent to revelation. According to the Qistas, if someone 
assents to revelation because of tradition or miracles, they have some kind of 
belief, but not a perfect belief. Certain belief is attained only when no con¬ 
tradiction is found, which occurs after comparing the immediate notion of 
truth with revelation. Indeed, there can be no contradiction because both the 
first principles of knowledge and revelation proceed from the same source, 
namely, God. 


58 Al-Ghazali, al-Qistas 98,270, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 58. 

59 See al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 98-100,270, trans. McCarthy; Arabic 58-60. 
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Logic and revelation are, then, independent for al-Ghazall. In fact, logical 
reasoning is temporarily prior to revelation. But logic is not above revelation, 
nor does revelation replace logical reasoning. Logic leads to truth. Revelation 
is true quoad se. In this sense, they are connected: if syllogisms are used prop¬ 
erly, they will lead to the same conclusions as revelation. This does not mean, 
of course, that the truth of revelation comes from logic. Logic is a method for 
verifying revelation, which, as was said, is itself true quoad se; this verification 
is needed because revelation seems not to be evident quoad nos. Al-Ghazall 
admits that the Qur’an contains hidden or invisible (spiritual) meanings 60 that 
demand interpretation. The syllogism is the path to unraveling these hidden 
meanings. It is crucial to adopt the best method for understanding the Qur’an; 
otherwise it is easy to get caught up in ambiguities, giving rise to doubt, and 
logic is helpful for avoiding this ambiguity. Yet, there is another implicit prob¬ 
lem: if the divine message comes from God, there should be no doubt about 
its truth; in fact, however, there is doubt. This is an interesting epistemological 
difficulty - it could be that someone is not certain of some matter of which 
there is no doubt; revelation could be true quoad se, but if it is incoherent to the 
subject, it proves to be a useless message, at least for that subject. Considering 
this, it is necessary for revelation to be accepted as something coherent quoad 
nos. Here is where reason comes in play. Al-Ghazall believed in the superiority 
of logical reasoning as the best means for attaining certainty about prophecy 
(yaqln bi-n-nubuwwa), that is, for accepting it as something true quoad nos. 

The divine message has an inner dimension ( kalam nafst), but it also has 
an external expression ( 'ibara ). Since the external expression has led to some 
differences in interpretation, it is necessary to find a method of verification in 
order to guarantee the truth of revelation and to eliminate ambiguities and 
interpretive differences among Muslims. Revelation, as it has been explained, 
can be verified neither by the authority of the Imam nor by miracles; instead, 
the proper method of verification is the syllogism. In fact, the rules of the syllo¬ 
gism regulate the way in which Qur’anic expressions are used. This is precisely 
what al-Ghazall has shown in the Qistas: the syllogism is the best method to 
detect formal errors and is the correct route for attaining the truth. In this 
sense, al-Ghazall reasons in the same manner as the philosophers do, with an 
important difference: logic must not alter the content or inner dimension of 
the divine message. Philosophers have altered revelation, arguing that it con¬ 
tradicts demonstrative reasoning. Furthermore, they have tried to subordinate 
revelation to logic, whereas, according to al-Ghazall, logic is incorporated into 
revelation. God being both the source of revelation and the ultimate source of 


60 Al-Ghazall, al-Qistas 72-73,263,1 


, McCarthy; Arabic 45-46. 
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knowledge, it is not possible to find a contradiction between reason and the 
divine message. 

With the acceptance of logic as the most perfect route for attaining the 
truth, al-Ghazall has completed the particular itinerary that I pointed out in 
the opening lines of this essay: he has moved from knowledge to skepticism and 
from skepticism to reasoned faith. Al-Ghazall suggests that every assertion and 
every belief can be expressed syllogistically because that is the way in which 
human thought works. Given al-Ghazall’s sympathy for Sufism, the centrality 
of logic in the MunqicLh and the Qistas should be disconcerting. Nevertheless, 
as I have noted, al-Ghazall is not exactly rejecting Sufism, but observing that 
even in this case, the verification of knowledge is a necessary prerequisite. 
Al-Ghazall apparently holds to a philosophical theology where both revela¬ 
tion and rationality coexist harmoniously. It is true that al-Ghazall criticized 
philosophy, but he also adopted many views coming from his adversaries, 
al-Farabi and Ibn Sina (Avicenna). He follows these two, especially Avicenna, 61 
in regards to many metaphysical and logical issues; even prompting Averroes, 
one of the most famous critics of al-Ghazall, to state that “he adhered to no 
single doctrine in his books, but was an Ash'arite with the Ash'arites, a Sufi 
with the Sufis, and a philosopher with the philosophers.” 62 Thus, how can we 
interpret al-Ghazall’s intellectual ambivalences? What are the implications of 
the seeming contradictions in his understanding of knowledge and in his con¬ 
ception of theology? 

In exploring these questions, I do not conclude that al-Ghazall maintains a 
relative position, as Averroes suggests; rather, al-Ghazall gave priority to logic 
as the appropriate method of verification. Since the science of the syllogism 
embodies the law that rules our thinking, it therefore provides the criteria 
that must be followed in order to discern whether or not knowledge is valid. 
Since revelation is not self-evident, it is necessary to follow the principles of 
reasoning that, according to al-Ghazall, are presented by the Qur’an itself. If 
the Book provides the “scales” or principles of reasoning, this means that rev¬ 
elation itself states the necessity of appealing to logical reasoning for verifying 
Qur’anic verses. In this sense, the Qur’an itself provides the method that shall 
be followed for understanding the divine message. According to al-Ghazall, 


61 It is not my intention to address these in detail, but cf. Binyamin Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazall’s 
Supreme Way to Know God”, 165-67 and Frank Griffel, “Al-Gazali’s Concept of Prophecy: 
The Introduction of Avicennan Psychology into As'arite Theology,” Arabic Sciences and 
Philosophy 14 (2004): 113-44. 

62 Averroes, On the Harmony of Religion and Philosophy, trans. George F. Hourani, London: 
Luzac & Co., 1961,144. 
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the Book has been composed with beautiful verses that can be converted into 
formal arguments with premises and conclusions. If these syllogisms are valid, 
we can conclude that: (a) the Qur’an can be read systematically; (b) logic is 
helpful for avoiding ambiguities and equivocal interpretations of the divine 
message (for instance, those of the extremists); and (c) logic is useful for verify¬ 
ing that both reason and revelation lead to the same conclusions. 

In this, al-Ghazall has suggested a particular hermeneutic where revelation 
validates reason and reason verifies revelation. If logic is the best method of 
verification and the appropriate path to achieve the certainty of knowledge, 
this must lead us to conclude that al-Ghazali is a rationalist for whom logi¬ 
cal reasoning and revelation are equivalent. There would be no difference 
between assenting to a mathematical proposition and assenting to revelation. 
Indeed, al-Ghazall is quite sure that there are differences between the cer¬ 
tainty involved in mathematics and the certainty involved in the assent given 
to revelation. In my view, in the two treatises that I have analyzed, al-Ghazali 
concludes that the assent to revelation, that is, faith, depends on knowledge: it 
is not possible to believe without knowing. 

Knowledge - logical reasoning - is a necessary prerequisite for attaining the 
truth of the divine message. Religion, however, could not be reduced to the 
assent of some theoretical assertions; Islam is something much more complex 
than a sophisticated set of arguments. That is why al-Ghazali’s last writings - 
for instance his masterpiece, The Revival of Religious Sciences - were devoted to 
the worship and ritual obligations that Muslims must follow, to applied ethics, 
to the rejection of those acts that destroy the human soul, and to the exercise 
of the virtues that lead to salvation. At the end of his life al-Ghazali worked 
intensely on the connection between knowledge and action; this being so, 
al-Ghazall’s conception of religion must be understood from both theoretical 
and practical perspectives. In the Munqidh and in the Qistas al-Ghazali has 
shown that logical reasoning is the appropriate method for verifying the divine 
message. The practice of the revealed commandments, however, is reserved to 
other treatises . 63 


63 I wish to thank the Center of Theological Inquiry at Princeton for supporting my research 

on epistemology of religion in Medieval philosophy, of which this paper is part 
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Peraqim {Eight Chapters) 


Scott Michael Girdner 


1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I will compare the conceptual relationship between the final 
chapter, or veils section, of al-Ghazall’s Mishkat al-Anwar {The Niche of Lights) 
and the seventh chapter of Maimonides’ Shemonah Peraqim {Eight Chapters ), * 1 
as well as the thought of Maimonides and al-Ghazall generally. I hope to move 
beyond a simple contrast of Maimonides’ rationalist approach to tradition and 
al-Ghazall’s traditionalist critique of rational disciplines, such as philosophy 
and theology, by highlighting their similar conception of an encounter with 
the limits of reasoning. Specifically, I consider the use of philosophical psy¬ 
chology and ethics by both authors in their interpretations of traditional say¬ 
ings concerning the veils of God. I outline their shared interpretation of the 
unveiling of God’s face in terms of the philosophical concept of the Necessary 
Existent. Finally, I describe the hermeneutics and attribute doctrines that the 
authors employ to interpret God’s face. I consider these issues in terms of a 


* I thank Diana Lobel for reading and commenting on a draft of this chapter and the par¬ 
ticipants at the conference for valuable comments and discussion. I examine addi¬ 
tional aspects of the reception of Mishkat al-Anwar and al-Ghazall’s hermeneutics in 
Jewish tradition, including the medieval Hebrew translations of the work, elsewhere. 

1 All citations of these works are from the following editions: al-Ghazali, Mishkat al-Anwar. 
a dual language edition published as Ghazali, The Niche of Lights, trans. David Buchman, 
Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1998; hereafter: Mishkat al-Anwar. Maimonides, 
“Eight Chapters,” in Ethical Writings of Maimonides, ed. Raymond L. Weiss with Charles 
Butte rworth, New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1975,59-104; hereafter: Shemonah Peraqim - 
cf. Shemonah Peraqim {Haqadamah le-masekhet Avot). Arabic text with Hebrew translation 
by Yitzhaq Sheilat. in id., Haqdamot ha-Rambam la-Mishnah, Jerusalem, 1994. Full biblio¬ 
graphic information is given in the first citation of texts, followed by abbreviated citations. In 
translated texts, subsequent abbreviations of English and Arabic citations to the same title 
are represented by: En./Ar. 
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broader question: how do Maimonides and al-Ghazall resolve their apparently 
paradoxical conception of God as simultaneously knowable and unknowable? 
I will not argue here that the veils section of al-Ghazall’s Mishkat al-Anwar was 
a direct influence on the seventh chapter of Maimonides’ Shemonah Peraqim 
{Eight Chapters), though I do not preclude that possibility. 2 


2 Overview and Background of Mishkat al-Anwar and Shemonah 

Peraqim 

Mishkat al-Anwar is a late work that, according to al-Ghazall, is intended to 
provide an interpretation of the famous “Light Verse” (Q 24:35) of the Qur’an 
as well as a hadith, referred to in this discussion as the ‘veils hadith’, which 
al-Ghazall interprets in the veils section of the work. The philosophical and 
mystical nature of al-Ghazali’s exposition of this traditional source material 
in Mishkat al-Anwar is unmistakable, and the philosophical aspect gave rise to 
controversies regarding al-Ghazali’s relationship to philosophy. For instance, 
the renowned philosopher Ibn Rushd famously suggested that al-Ghazali’s 
position on philosophy was inconsistent, with particular reference to the 
veils section of Mishkat al-Anwar . 3 More recently, prominent scholars of the 
Islamic intellectual tradition have supported aspects of Ibn Rushd’s reading in 
a manner that suggests a need to revise traditional conceptions of al-Ghazall. 4 


2 Ibn Rushd’s citation of Mishkat al-Anwar in his al-Kashf'an manahij al-adilla and Ibn Tufayl’s 
citation of the work in the introduction to his Hayy ibn Yaqzan demonstrate its presence in 
al-Andalus and the Maghreb in the lifetime of Maimonides. Ibn Rushd, Al-Kashf ‘an manahij 
al-adilla, ed. Muhammad Abid al-Jabari, Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al-Wahda al- c Arabiyya, 1998, 
151. cf. William Henry Temple Gairdner, “Al-Ghazali’s Mishkat Al-Anwar and the Ghazali- 
Problem,” Der Islam 5, no. 2 (1914): 133; hereafter: Gairdner, “Al-Ghazali's Mishkat Al-Anwar 
and the Ghazali-Problem.” Ibn Tufayl, Hayy ibn Yaqzan, in Two Andalusian Philosophers: the 
story of Hayy ibn Yaqzan & The Definitive Statement, trans. by Jim Colville, New York: Kegan 
Paul International, 1999,9; cf. id. RisalatHayy ibn Yaqzan in Mahmud Abd al-Hallm. Falsafat 
Ibn Tufayl wa-risalatuhu Hayy ibn Yaqzan, Cairo: Maktabat al-Anjlu al-Misriyat, n.d., 63-4: 
available at: http://www.wdl.org/en/item/7443/ (1/10/2012). 

3 Ibid.; Ibn Rushd cites the veils section of Mishkat al-Anwar as proof of al-Ghazali's commit¬ 
ment to the worldview of the philosophers, but Ibn Tufayl apparently disagrees. 

4 See, e.g.: W Montgomery Watt. “A Forgery in al-Ghazali’s Mishkat!"Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society of Great Britain and Ireland (1949): 18-19; hereafter: Watt. “A Forgery”; Binyamin 
Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali's Supreme Way to Know God,” Studia Islamica, 77 (1993): 141-68; 
hereafter: Abrahamov, “Al-Ghazali's Supreme Way”; Herbert Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, 
andAverroes, New York: Oxford University Press, 1992,127-44; hereafter: Davidson, Alfarabi, 
Avicenna, andAverroes. cf. Farid jabre, La Notion De Certitude Selon GhazaliDansSes Origines 
Psychologiques EtHistoriques. Beyrouth: Universite Libanaise, 1958, esp. 180-206,315-326. On 
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This chapter cannot fully detail the complex place of philosophy in Mishkat 
al-Anwdr, but I have argued elsewhere that al-Ghazall employs philosophical 
content to accomplish his own distinctive purpose in a manner that is largely 
consistent with his interest in mysticism, his earlier critique of philosophy, 
and his traditional association with the rational traditionalism of the Ash'ari 
school of theology. * * * * 5 

Shemonah Peraqim is the title given to Maimonides’ introduction to his 
commentary on The Chapters of the Fathers (PirqeiAvot ) in the Mishnah, the 
rabbinic law code from the third century of the Common Era, which is part of 
the authoritative collection of rabbinic commentary, the Talmud. Maimonides 
composed the Eight Chapters in Arabic, drawing on Jewish tradition as well as 
Greek and Arabic philosophical tradition. In particular, Maimonides tried to 
harmonize philosophical psychology and ethics with traditional Jewish prac¬ 
tices, texts, and conceptions of piety in Shemonah Peraqim. Maimonides says 
in his introduction that he does not wish to take credit for the work of others; 
nonetheless, he explicitly refuses to cite his philosophical sources, both in order 
to avoid prolixity and lest his audience should reject a true statement based on 
the reputation of his source. 6 As Herbert Davidson has shown, the “modern 
philosophers” to whom Maimonides refers, and avoids naming, overwhelm¬ 
ingly seem to be a single source: namely, the Muslim philosopher al-Farabl. 7 
It is noteworthy that Davidson finds Maimonides departing from his heavy 
reliance on al-Farabl in chapters five and seven, because the images and inter¬ 
ests of chapter seven are so similar to the veils section of Mishkat al-Anwdr. 8 


the general issue of revising traditional conceptions of al-Ghazali see especially: Richard M. 

Frank, Al-Ghazall and the Ash'arite School, Durham: Duke University Press, 1994; id., Creation 

and the Cosmic System: Al-Ghazali andAvicenna, Abhandlungen Der Heidelberger Akademie 
Der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-Historische Klasse, Heidelberg, Germany: Winter, 1992; 

hereafter: Frank, Creation and Cosmic System. 

5 My dissertation argued that attention to how al-Ghazali develops his interpretations of 
Qur'anic passages is particularly revealing of his intentions in his use of philosophical con¬ 
tent in Mishkat al-Anwdr and does not require a major revision of traditional conceptions of 
his life and work: Scott Girdner, “Reasoning with Revelation: the significance of the Qur’anic 
contextualization of philosophy in al-Ghazall’s Mishkat al-Anwdr (The Niche of Lights)’ 
(Ph.D. diss., Boston University, 2010), hereafter: Girdner, Reasoning with Revelation. 

6 Shemonah Peraqim, 60-1. 

7 Herbert Davidson, “Maimonides' Shemonah Peraqim and Alfarabi's Fusul Al-Madani" 
in Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, 31 (1963): 33-50; hereafter: 
Davidson, “Maimonides’ Shemonah Peraqim and Alfarabi’s Fusul Al-Madani." According 
to Davidson, “over half of the strictly philosophic sections in Shemonah Peraqim are built 
around direct quotations from that book (al-Farabi’s Fusul Al-Madani)." ibid., 41. 

8 Davidson, “Maimonides' Shemonah Peraqim and Alfarabi’s Fusul Al-Madani," 37-40. 
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3 Philosophical Psychology and Ethics 

In Mishkat al-Anwar and Shemonah Peraqim, al-Ghazall and Maimonides 
employ a philosophical psychology that ultimately derives from Aristotle. As 
noted, Maimonides is frank about his reliance on his consciously unspecified 
philosophical sources; on the other hand, al-Ghazall clearly relies on philo¬ 
sophical sources as well, though he does not state this explicitly. 9 Both authors 
use this philosophical psychology to describe the human soul and its vari¬ 
ous parts, such as its appetites and faculties, as well as the way these interact 
to account for ethical character and the acquisition of knowledge. For both 
al-Ghazall and Maimonides, humans have an animal soul that includes cer¬ 
tain appetites; an ethical person must regulate these appetites in accordance 
with the distinguishing characteristic of the human soul, namely, the rational 
intellect and its faculties. There is a reciprocal relationship between intellect 
and appetite here: even as an ethical person employs the intellect to regulate 
appetites, the appetites must be regulated for the intellect to function properly. 
Only if this relationship is modulated successfully can humans realize their 
proper end as the rational animal, which is the theoretical or intellectual con¬ 
templation of God. 

The veils hadith states: “God has seventy veils of light and darkness; were 
he to lift them, the august glories of His face would burn up everyone whose 
eyesight perceived Him.” 10 Al-Ghazall employs this hadith to describe both 


9 On philosophical sources and content in Mishkat al-Anwar, see: Binyamin Abrahamov. 
“Al-Ghazali's Supreme Way”; id., “Ibn Sina’s Influence on Al-Ghazali's Non-Philosophical 
Works ? Abr-Nahrain 29 (1991), 1-17. Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, andAverroes, 132f. Frank, 
Creation and the Cosmic System, passim. Girdner, Reasoning with Revelation. Frank Griffel, 
The Philosophical Theology of al-Ghazali: A Study of His Life and His Cosmology, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009, 245-64; hereafter: Griffel, The Philosophical Theology of 
al-Ghazali. Hermann Landolt, “Ghazall and ‘Religionswissenschaft’: Some Notes on the 
Mishkat Al-Anwar? Asiatische Studien 45, no. 1 (1991): 19-72; hereafter: Landolt, “Ghazall 
and ‘Religionswissenschaft’.” Alexander Treiger, “Monism and Monotheism in al-Ghazali’s 
Mishkat al-Anwar? in Journal of Qur’anic Studies, 9 (2007):i-27; hereafter: Treiger, “Monism 
and Monotheism; id. “The Science of Divine Disclosure: Ghazali’s Higher Theology and its 
Philosophical Underpinnings.” (PhD diss., Yale University, 2008); id. Inspired Knowledge in 
Islamic Thought: Al-Ghazali’s Theory of Mystical Cognition and Its Avicennian Foundation, 
New York: Routledge, 2011. A. J. Wensinck. “Ghazalfs Mishkat al-Anwar (Niche of Lights),” 
in Semetische Studien uit de Natatenschaap van Professor Dr. A. J. Wensinck, Leiden: 
AW. Sijthoff's Uitgeversmaatchappij, 75 (1933): 183-209. Martin Whittingham, Al-Ghazali 
and the Qur’an: One Book, Many Meanings, New York: Routledge, 2007. 

10 Mishkat al-Anwar. 1, 44. Note that Ghazall gives the hadith in a slight paraphrase rela¬ 
tive to the standard canonical versions; cf. Buchman's note, ibid., and A. J. Wensinck, 
Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane, New York: E. J. Brill, 1992,1424. 
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the contemplation of God as the goal of human life and the proper ordering 
of the various parts of the human soul toward this end. He designates three 
broad classes of veils - those of darkness, darkness mixed with light, and pure 
light - and explains that the veils, pertaining to humans, represent obstacles 
to true perception of God. The veils of pure darkness are moral vices; they 
represent drives such as the irascible and concupiscent appetites. The mixed 
veils correspond to intellectual vices; these are associated with the improper 
operation or incorrect understanding of the imaginative, reflective, or rational 
faculties - that is, the higher faculties of the soul. The final broad class of seek¬ 
ers comprises those with veils of pure fight. These properly order and orient 
the appetites and higher faculties of their souls toward knowledge of God. 11 

In earlier chapters of the Shemonah Peraqim, Maimonides summarizes 
the appetites and faculties of the soul and presents contemplation of God 
as the end of human life. 12 The seventh chapter illustrates this goal through 
Maimonides’ interpretation of an authoritative tradition that “some of the 
prophets saw God from behind many veils, while others saw Him from behind 
a few veils,” and that Moses had only one veil. 13 These traditional reports largely 
function the way the veils haciith does in Mishkat al-Anwar, that is, they allow 
Maimonides to explain how philosophical psychology and ethics account for 
varying types of knowledge of God: 

... some vices are rational, such as ignorance, stupidity, and slow under¬ 
standing; and some are moral, such as lust, arrogance, irascibility, [etc.]... 
all these vices are veils separating man from God, may He be exalted. 14 


11 This summary draws on al-Ghazali’s description of the vices in the context of the philo¬ 
sophical psychology and ethics in his exposition of Q 24:40, which he gives just before his 
interpretation of the veils hadlth. His interpretation of this verse links the psychological 
interpretation he gives to the Light Verse (Q 24:35) and the veils hadlth, the exposition 
of which is his stated purpose for writing Mishkat al-Anwar. His interpretations of all of 
these show an integrated development of his interest in philosophical ethics and psychol¬ 
ogy; Mishkat al-Anwar, 36-43; cf. Girdner, Reasoning with Revelation, 393-437. 

12 Maimonides summarizes the philosophical psychology and ethics in chapters one 
through four, and presents contemplation of God as the end of human life in chapter five: 
“Man needs to subordinate all his soul's powers to thought [...] and to set his sight on a 
single goal: the perception of God (may He be glorified and magnified), I mean, knowl¬ 
edge of Him, in so far as that lies within man's power.” Shemonah Peraqim, 75, 77-8. cf. 

13 Maimonides interprets a Rabbinic statement that Moses “looked through a transpar¬ 
ent glass” ( B.T., Revamot, 49b) as meaning that Moses had only one diaphanous veil; 
Shemonah Peraqim, 80-1, io2n2. 

14 Shemonah Peraqim, 81. 
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As in Mishkat al-Anwar, the veils that obscure true perception of God are moral 
vices, which pertain to the appetites, and rational vices, which pertain to the 
proper ordering of the higher faculties of the soul toward the knowledge of 
God that is its end. 15 Al-Ghazali and Maimonides set knowledge of God as the 
end of human life, but they simultaneously assert that God is unknowable. 16 
Philosophical psychology partially resolves this apparent paradox: psychologi¬ 
cal concepts allow al-Ghazall and Maimonides to draw distinctions between 
the diverse ways an object of knowledge, such as God, may be perceived by the 
various faculties. These concepts also allow them to distinguish the extent to 
which it may be known, given the effects of vices on human perception. 


4 The Face of God: Philosophical Conceptions of Divinity as the 
Necessary Existent 

After describing the veils in terms of vices, Maimonides considers the single 
veil of Moses with reference to the theophany in Exodus 33:18-23: Moses 
requests to see God, but is only permitted a vision of God’s back and not his 
face. Maimonides says that the human intellect, attached to a material body, is 
the single veil between Moses and “the perception of the true reality of God’s 
existence.” 17 Maimonides presents the veil in terms of the faculties of the 
soul, namely the intellect; but note especially that the object of perception is 
“the true reality of God’s existence.” Maimonides explains this intellectual 


15 Maimonides and al-Ghazali deploy their conception of the veils as vices differently in at 
least one major respect: they situate prophecy differently within the context of human 
susceptibility to vice. Though prophets for Maimonides represent the extreme limit 
of human capability to know God, they are still susceptible to vice and remain veiled 
to a greater or lesser extent: for example, Solomon was veiled by the moral vice of lust 
which affected his sexual appetite; David could be cruel; Elijah was irascible, and so 
forth; Shemonah Peraqim, 81-82. Al-Ghazali seems to present prophecy more in accor¬ 
dance with the general Islamic theological position that a Prophet is preserved from sin 
(; ma’sum ) and that distinctions should not be made between the prophets (cf. Q 2:136, 
285). Al-Ghazali distinguishes Prophets from other classes of people in the veils section, 
while Maimonides distinguishes Moses from other Prophets; Mishkat al-Anwar, 52. cf. 
ibid. 13. 

16 On the unknowability of God, see, for example, Mishkat al-Anwar, 17,23-4,28; Shemonah 
Peraqim, 83, 94-95. Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines, 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963,1:59,139; hereafter: The Guide. See discussion 
of this passage below. 

17 Shemonah Peraqim, 83. 
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perception of God’s existence with an apparent allusion to the philosophical 
concept of the Necessary Existent, most associated with the philosopher Ibn 
Sina. This concept draws on an observation of phenomenal existence as con¬ 
tingent, or having the possibility of not existing, and argues that there must be 
a necessary existent who makes actual the potential existence of contingent 
beings. Maimonides explains that the true perception of the reality of God’s 
existence means: 

[...] to attain in one’s soul with regard to the verity of His existence what 
none of the other beings share with that existence, so that one finds His 
existence firmly established in his soul and distinct from the existence of 
the other beings found in his soul. 18 

It appears that the true perception of God’s existence, symbolized by the unveil¬ 
ing of God’s face, is an understanding of God as belonging to a unique class of 
existence as the Necessary Existent. This is further supported by Maimonides’ 
discussion of the theophany of Moses and the meaning of seeing God’s face in 
The Guide of the Perplexed (U54): 19 there, in the course of a long exposition of 
the theophany, Maimonides elaborates how God can be described as gracious 
in giving existence, and states: “For He, may He be Exalted, brings into exis¬ 
tence and governs beings that have no claim upon Him with respect to being 
brought into existence and being governed.” 20 Thus, creatures, depending on 
God for their existence, have a necessary relationship with him; contrarily, God 
does not have a necessary relationship with any other being. The only neces¬ 
sity that pertains to God is the necessity of his own existence as manifest in his 
relationship to contingent creatures. 


18 Ibid. 

19 The Guide, 124-5. Maimonides also discusses the theophany in 1:21 of The Guide, 48-9. 
For Maimonides’ conception of necessary existence, cf. The Guide, introduction to 
book 11, 238,11 a, 248; also book one ( Sefer Ha-Madda’) of his Mishneh Torah, see id., in 
A Maimonides Reader, ed. Isadore Twersky, Springfield, New Jersey: Behrman House, 1972, 
43-4; hereafter Mishneh Torah. Also cf. Shemonah Peraqim, 83; see below, note 22. 

20 The Guide, 125. Describing God’s necessary existence in Mishneh Torah, Maimonides 
says: “The basic principle of all basic principles and the pillar of all sciences is to realize 
that there is a First Being who brought every existing thing into being [...] for all beings 
are in need of Him; but He, blessed be He, is not in need of them nor of anyone of 
them. Hence, His real essence is unlike that of any of them.” ibid., 43-4. The parallels 
between Maimonides' language here and Mishkat al-Anwar are striking; cf. Mishkat 
al-Anwar, 16,23. 
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Al-Ghazall, in a similar discussion in Mishkat al-Anwar, also makes apparent 
allusions to the philosophical concept of the Necessary Existent in the context 
of providing his interpretations of a scriptural reference to the face of God and 
the meaning of the unveiling of God’s face in the veils hadith . 21 According to 
al-Ghazall, consideration of existence is multifaceted. Such consideration is 
not simply concerned with the actuality of existence for any particular being, 
but also the quality of its existence as either possible or necessary. An object 
may be considered as existing in some respects and not existing in others: 

[...] each thing has two faces: a face towards itself, and a face toward its 
Lord. Viewed in terms of the face of itself, it is nonexistent; but viewed in 
terms of the face of God, it exists. Hence, nothing exists but God and his 
face: “Everything is perishing except His face.” 22 

God, as the Necessary Existent, is unconditioned by any possibility for non¬ 
existence; meanwhile all other existents are “perishing” in some respect, because 
they are conditioned by the possibility of non-existence. In the broader con¬ 
text of this quote, al-Ghazall clearly employs the ontological categories of Ibn 
Sina and his conception of the Necessary Existent in his understanding of 
God’s face. Any doubt about this may be removed when one considers that Ibn 
Sina himself employed this same verse in his explanation of these concepts. 23 


21 In Mishkat al-Anwar, al-Ghazall refers to the face of God in multiple instances - recall that 
the veils hadith is concerned with the unveiling of God’s face - and consistently interprets 
the face in terms of the philosophical conception of God as the Necessary Existent, as well 
as the ontological categories such as possible and necessary existence which form the 
basis of Ibn Srna’s concept of the Necessary Existent: Mishkat al-Anwar, 16-17,20,51-2. 

22 Mishkat al-Anwar, 17; Q 28:88. 

23 See, for example, Ibn Sina, ash-Shiju’, al-Ildhiydt, a dual language edition published as 
M. E. Marmura, The Metaphysics of the Healing, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University 
Press, 2005, 284; hereafter: ash-Shiju’. cf. Ibn Srna's commentary on book Lambda of 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics in ‘A. Badawt, Aristu 'inda at'Arah, Kuwait: Wakalat al-Matbu‘at, 
1978, 25-6. Compare esp. the parallels between ash-Shiju’ and al-Ghazalt’s discussion in 
id. Al-Muqsud ul-usnu fi shurh mu'uni usma’ Allah ul-husnu. ed. Fadlou Shehadi, Beirut: 
Dar al-Machreq, 1982, 47.; cf. al-Ghazalt, Al-Muqsud al-asna fi sharh ma’ani asma’Allah 
al-husna, translated as Al-Ghazali on the Ninety-nine Beautiful Names of God by D. Burrell 
and N. Daher, Islamic Texts Society, 1992, 35; hereafter: Al-Maqsad. En./Ar. For discus¬ 
sion of these parallels, see: Alexander Treiger, “Monism and Monotheism,” 9,16, 220.43; 
Richard M. Frank, Creation and the Cosmic System 16, 62n.n8; Girdner, Reasoning with 
Revelation, 344-55. Also recommended: Ghazall, Kitab Addb tilawat al-Qur’an in: Ihya’ 
'ulum ad-din. Wa-bi-hamishihi al-Mughnt ‘an haml al-asfar ft takhrij ma ft al-ihya’ min 
akhbar li-Zayn ad-Dtn Abt al-Fadl ‘Abd ar-Rahtm b. al-Husayn al-Traql. Wa-bi-dhaylihi 



GHAZALI’S HERMENEUTICS IN JEWISH TRADITION 


261 


Thus, as with Maimonides, al-Ghazall associates the unveiling of God’s face 
with His necessary existence. 

Both al-Ghazall and Maimonides describe the moment of unveiling of 
God’s face in terms of the philosophical concept of the Necessary Existent. 
What does this common interest tell us of the apparent paradox regarding 
knowledge of God? How can the true perception of God’s face, which is the 
unobtainable perception of His essence, be understood as the philosophi¬ 
cal concept of the Necessary Existent? This concept is intelligible and can be 
understood by the human intellect; both authors expound it in a variety of 
works. 24 The concept itself provides a partial resolution: if one accepts the 
premises and the argument, one can know that there is a Necessary Existent; 
but - to speak anthropomorphically - one cannot know “who” that being is. 
To speak more philosophically, we can know that God exists ( innlya ); but we 
cannot know his essence or quiddity ( mahtya) 25 through the formal processes 


Ta'rif al-ahya’ bi-fada’il al-Ihya’ li- c Abd al-Qadir b. Shaykh b. ‘Abd Allah al-Aydarus. 
Wa-l-imla’ ‘an ishkalat al-Ihya’, al-Qahirah: Dar as-Salam, 2003, 324; translated as The 
Recitation and Interpretation of the Qur'an: al-Ghazalts theory by Muhammad Abul 
Quasem, Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaysia Press, 1979, 66-7; hereafter: Ihya’, 
K. at-Tilawa En./Ar. 

24 For example, see citations for Maimonides’ discussions in notes 21 and 22 above. For 
al-Ghazali see, e.g.: Al-Maqsad, En. 35, 51/Ar. 47, 64. For discussion of al-Ghazali’s use 
of the concept of God’s necessary existence in a variety of works, with particular refer¬ 
ence to his scheme of four stages of tawhid and his concept of mystical experience, see: 
Girdner, Reasoning with Revelation, 627-633,640-50. 

25 Maimonides follows Ibn Sina and al-Farabl in using the term “inniya" (“indeed-ness”) 
which derives from the emphatic particle inna. In The Guide (1:58), Maimonides says: 
“we are only able to apprehend the fact that He is and cannot apprehend His quiddity.” 
ibid. 135; cf. Shemonah Peraqim, 95 and notes 28-9 below. In Mishkat al-Anwar, al-Ghazall 
first evokes the categories of existence which support the argument for the Necessary 
Existent and asserts that God’s essence is unknowable, inasmuch as he is too great for 
any relation or comparison (ibid., 16-17). After an excursus on mystical experience, the 
significance of which will be discussed below, al-Ghazall makes a pun with a similar term 
hicwtya (concerned with existence as distinct from quiddity) and ultimately alludes to 
Ibn Slna’s conception of his argument for the Necessary Existent as burhan as-siddiqin 
(the proof of the righteous), while employing the same Qur’anic allusions and interpre¬ 
tations that Ibn Sina uses to distinguish his proof from other proofs; ibid. 20-1; cf. Ibn 
Sina, al-Isharatwa-t-tanbihat, ed. J. Forget, Leiden 1892, vol. 3:482-3; hereafter: al-Isharat. 
On burhan as-siddiqin, see note 28. For discussion of the term inniya, see: R. M. Frank, 
“The Origin of the Arabic Philosophical Term anniyya," Cahiers de Byrsa, 6 (1956): 181-201 
(also in id., Philosophy, Theology andMysticism in Medieval Islam. Texts and Studies on the 
Development and History of Kalam, 1, ed. by D. Gutas, Variorum cs Series, 833, Ashgate 
2005). For Maimonides’ use of the term see Diana Lobel, “ ‘Silence Is Praise to You’: 
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of definition and logical demonstration. 26 In this sense, God remains both 
knowable and unknowable. Here, it is worth emphasizing that the argument 
for the Necessary Existent is not a purely a priori ontological argument that 
begins with a definition of God’s essence and identifies this with necessary 


Maimonides on Negative Theology, Looseness of Expression, and Religious Experience,” 
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 76:1 (spring 2002): 26 and n. 4, 45-6 and 
n. 82; hereafter: Lobel. “Silence Is Praise.” For discussion and references to scholarship 
on the term, see Diana Lobel, A Sufi-Jewish Dialogue-, philosophy and mysticism in Bahya 
Ibn Paquda’s Duties of the Heart, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007, 
28m. 25; hereafter: Lobel, A Sufi-Jewish Dialogue-, and Marmura’s note in ash-Shifa \ 38301, 
where he identifies an article by d’Alvemy as providing a good survey of the scholarship: 
M.-Th. D'Alvemy, “Anniyya-Anitas,” in Melanges offerts a Etienne Gilson, Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute, 1959. For more recent discussions, see: Peter Adamson, “Before Essence and 
Existence: al-Kindi’s conception of being "Journal of the History of Philosophy, 40:3 (2002), 
297-312; and Cristina DAncona. “Platonic and Neoplatonic terminology for being in 
Arabic Translation” in Studia Graeco-Arabica, The Journal of the Project: Greek into Arabic 
Philosophical Concepts and Linguistic Bridges, available at: http://www.greekintoarabic. 
eu/uploads/media/SGA_I_20ii.pdf (1/17/2012). 

26 In Shemonah Peraqim, Maimonides says: “ft has also become clear in metaphysics that 
by our intellects we are unable to attain perfect comprehension of His existence, may He 
be exalted. This is due to the perfection of His existence and the deficiency of our intel¬ 
lects. His existence has no causes by which He could be known.” ibid., 94-5; cf. Mishkat 
al-Anwar, 17,23,51. Maimonides and al-Ghazali follow Ibn Sina in this regard: concluding 
his discussion of the Necessary Existent, Ibn Sina says: “ft has become clear, then, that the 
First has no genus, no quiddity ( mahiya) [... and] that He has no definition and [there is] 
no demonstration ( burhan) for him, rather he is the demonstration of all things; indeed 
there are for him only the clear and evidential proofs (ad-dala’il al-wadiha)" ( ash-Shifa’, 
282-3). Thus, Ibn Sina acknowledges that his argument for the Necessary Existent does 
not meet the formal criteria of full syllogistic demonstration. Marmura asserts that the 
argument for the Necessary Existent is a burhan inna, which demonstrates that some¬ 
thing necessarily exists; but it is not a burhan lima, which demonstrates why something 
necessarily exists. One cannot construct a demonstrative syllogism ( burhan lima) which 
would explain “why,” because one cannot define God as a term in the manner needed for 
such a syllogism (ibid., 282-3,383ml, 415n.11). Herbert Davdison explains: “a truly demon¬ 
strative syllogism must be framed with propositions that are ‘prior to’ and the ‘causes of,’ 
the conclusion. It is more precisely, a syllogism in which the middle term is the cause 
of the presence of the major term in the minor term. Since there is nothing prior to, 
and the cause of, the presence of actual existence in the necessarily existent by virtue of 
itself, a demonstrative syllogism leading to the existence of an entity of the description is 
impossible”: Herbert A. Davidson, Proofsfor Eternity, Creation, and the Existence of God in 
Medieval Islamic andJewish Philosophy, New York: Oxford University Press, 1987, 298-99; 
hereafter: Davidson, Proofs. In contrast the proof (dalll or burhan inna) offered by Ibn 
Sina for the Necessary Existent is “a syllogism wherein the middle term is the effect rather 
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existence. Rather, it is an a posteriori cosmological argument, moving from an 
observation of contingent existence to the need for a Necessary Existent and 
leaving the essence of such a being unknowable. 27 To convey this idea of God’s 
unknowable essence and distinguish it from the act of creation, Maimonides 
and al-Ghazali draw on the hermeneutics and attribute discourse of kalam, or 
theology. 


5 The Face of God: Theological Hermeneutics and Conceptions of 
the Divine Attributes 

One way to resolve the paradox of God as simultaneously knowable and 
unknowable is to distinguish between the acts and essence of God. This dis¬ 
tinction allows one to claim that God is knowable, inasmuch as he can be 
understood as the agent of acts which are intelligible; he remains unknowable, 


than the cause of the presence of the major term in the minor term; it is a chain of reason¬ 
ing that moves not from the prior to the posterior, but from the posterior to the prior, from 
the presence of the effect to the existence of the cause. Stated in another way, a strictly 
demonstrative syllogism established both ‘that’ a certain proposition is true and ‘why’ it 
is true, where as a ‘proof’ establishes only that it is true.” (ibid., 299); cf. Michael Marmura. 
“Avicenna's Proof from Contingency for God's Existence in the Metaphysics of the Shifa 
Mediaeval Studies, 42 (1980), 337-52. 

27 The a posteriori nature of the argument and its reasoning from effect to cause makes it 
a cosmological argument A priori ontological arguments, such as Anselm's argument, 
begin with a concept or definition and deductively show its logical consistency. Ibn Slna's 
argument for the Necessary Existent brings in one datum from observation of the actual 
universe: “there is no doubt that something exists” (or, there is no doubt that there is 
existence: la shakka anna huna wujud an ), Ibn Slna, an-Najat, ed. Muhyiddin Sabri 1 -KurdI, 
Tehran: Murtazavi, 1346, sh, 235; hereafter: an-Najat; cf. Davidson, Proofs, 303. Because 
of this, when Ibn Slna famously asserts the superiority of his “metaphysical” proof of 
God over kinematic proofs such as Aristotle's unmoved mover, he cannot mean that it is 
superior because it is an ontological argument, employing a priori demonstration (even 
though it derives from a consideration of existence itself); see al-Isharat, 3: 482; cf. the 
distinction between burhan inna and burhan lima in the preceding note. Davidson argues 
that Ibn Sina considers it superior because: (1) it establishes the cause of existence, not 
simply the cause of motion; (2) it establishes the cause of all existents, both corporeal 
and incorporeal, and not simply the corporeal or movable existents (Davidson, Proofs, 
288). Perhaps it would be best to speak of the argument as having both cosmological and 
ontological elements; for a detailed analysis of the issue and scholarly debate concerning 
it, see: Toby Mayer, “Ibn Slna's ‘Burhan al-Siddiqiri" in Journal of Islamic Studies, 12:1 (2001), 
18-39; cf- The Guide, 1:71,182-3; cf. Mishkdt al-Anwar, 23, cf. 17,52. 
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however, in terms of a full comprehension of his essence. The tradition of 
kalam, or theology, provided both Ghazall and Maimonides with resources for 
drawing such distinctions. 28 

In the seventh chapter, Maimonides does not elaborate the theological 
concepts he uses to interpret God’s face and back in the theophany in Exodus 
33:18-23. His discussion of the theophany in 1:21 of The Guide of the Perplexed, 
however, makes the theological distinction between attributes of act and 
essence its primary concern: 

God, may he be exalted, hid from him (Moses) the apprehension called 
that of the face and made him pass over to something different; I mean 
the knowledge of the acts ascribed to Him, may he be exalted, which, as 
we shall explain are deemed to be multiple attributes. 29 

While the divine face (or essence) remains veiled for Moses, God granted him 
knowledge of his ‘back’ or divine acts and attributes. A similar discussion of 
the theophany of Moses in 1:54 asserts that God is known with respect to his 


28 The position of both al-Ghazali and Maimonides regarding kalam is complex, contro¬ 
versial to some extent, and cannot be detailed here; nevertheless, they were both clearly 
critical of kalam. In particular, they both shared a criticism of the dialectical and rhe¬ 
torical modes of argumentation deployed in the tradition, seeing it as inferior in terms 
of logical demonstration and very limited in its utility. Nonetheless, both al-Ghazali and 
Maimonides do engage kalam critically and their thought is, at the least, influenced by 
the tradition in this regard. Of course al-Ghazali actually wrote kalam works, but he con¬ 
sidered these as belonging to a particular mode of discourse that did not fully represent 
his own thought A tendency in some scholarship to present al-Ghazali primarily as a 
mutakallim (rather than a jurist, philosopher, or mystic) obscures how close Maimonides 
was to al-Ghazali in his criticisms of kalam. Maimonides engages and alludes to kalam 
positions in a variety of places in Shemonah Peraqim-, for example, in chapter one, he is 
critical of the theologians (ibid., 63); but see esp. chapter eight, where he criticizes the 
theologians on the issue of divine volition (ibid., 87) and generally engages kalam con¬ 
ceptions of freewill and divine predetermination. Though Maimonides took pains to dis¬ 
tinguish his positions from those of the mutakallimun, his arguments show considerable 
sympathy with Mu'tazilT tradition in its conception of the divine attributes and human 
free will (see esp. ibid., 84-5, 94). For Maimonides’ famous summary of the history of 
kalam see The Guide, 1:71,175-84. Al-Ghazali also engages with, and alludes to, a variety of 
kalam doctrines and schools in Mishkat al-Anwar. see, for example, 49-50. For extensive 
citations on al-Ghazali’s criticism of kalam, see references in note 41. 

29 The Guide, 1:21,48-9. 
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attributes of action. 30 The following five chapters explain Maimonides’ con¬ 
ception of the limits of attributing any qualities to God and the need to logi¬ 
cally negate all qualities attributed to the divine essence. In 1:59, Maimonides 
states his objective: “one should know the impossibility of everything which 
is impossible with reference to Him.” 31 Ultimately, Maimonides sees the high¬ 
est degree of knowledge of God that humans may attain as dependent on for¬ 
mal logical demonstration. Nonetheless, logic does not positively demonstrate 
anything about the unknowable essence of God; it only allows for a better 
understanding of the logical impossibility of attributing any quality to God. 
Maimonides elaborates this in a seemingly mystical tone: 

[...] apprehending [God] consists in the inability to attain the ultimate 
term in apprehending Him. 32 Thus all the philosophers say: we are daz¬ 
zled by His beauty, and He is hidden from us because of the intensity with 
which He becomes manifest, just as the sun is hidden to eyes that are too 
weak to apprehend it 33 


30 Seeing the back, according to Maimonides, corresponds to the request of Moses that God 
show him his ways (Exodus 33:13), and the display of God’s goodness (Ex. 33:19): “all my 
goodness - alludes to the display to him of all existing things of which it is said: And God 
saw everything that he had made, and, behold, it was very good. By their display, I mean 
that he (Moses) will apprehend their nature and the way they are mutually connected 
so that he will know how He governs them in general and in detail [...] that is, he has 
grasped the existence of all My world with a true and firmly established understanding. 
For the opinions that are not correct are not firmly established. Accordingly the apprehen¬ 
sion of these actions is an apprehension of His attributes, may He be exalted, with respect to 
which He is known" (emphasis added: The Guide, 1:54,124). 

31 Ibid., 1:39,139. 

32 Ibid. Maimonides employs a slightly paraphrased Sufi expression here: idrakuh huwa 
al-'ajz 'an nihayat idrakih. In a variety of works al-Ghazali employs the hadith: al-'ajzu 'an 
darki al-idraki idrak (the failure to attain perception is perception, or apprehension is the 
inability to apprehend). Al-Ghazali appears to use this hadith, attributed to Abu Bakr, in 
a systematic way. I hope to develop a separate study of his use of it and his sources, cf. e.g. 
al-Maqsad, En. 42/Ar. 54; cf. also Ihya’ 'ulum ad-din., K. at-Tawhid, 1605; and al-Ghazali, 
Kitab al-Arbain fi usul ad-din. ed. c Abd al-Qadir Makri, Jiddah: Dar al-Minhaj li-n-Nashr 
wa-t-Tawzi c , 2006,92; hereafter: al-Arbain. Finally, cf. id. Maqasid alfalasifa, ed. Sulayman 
Dunya, Misr: Dar al-Ma c arif, 1961,252; see also: Lobel, A Sufi-Jewish Dialogue, 39,2550.27. 

33 Ibid. Compare the similar prayer in 1:59: “Glory then to Him who is such that when the 
intellects contemplate His essence, their apprehension turns into incapacity; and when 
they contemplate the proceeding of His actions from His will, their knowledge turns 
into ignorance; and when the tongues aspire to magnify Him by means of attributive 
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In Shemonah Peraqim, he says: 

The inadequacy of our intellects to perceive Him is like the inadequacy 
of the light of [our] vision to perceive the light of the sun. That is not due 
to the weakness of the light of the sun, but to the latter being stronger 
than the light [of vision] which wants to perceive it. 34 

Maimonides insists that truth is known by means of reason through logical 
demonstration; but he equally asserts that this mode of perceiving truth will 
be exhausted and overwhelmed in its encounter with the divine. Al-Ghazall 
describes this condition of being overwhelmed by an encounter with the 
divine in strikingly similar terms in Mishkat al-Anwar. 

[...] it is not unreasonable that God’s light be hidden, that its hiddenness 
derive from the intensity of its disclosure, and that heedlessness of it 
stems from the radiance of its brightness. So glory be to Him who is 
hidden from creatures through the intensity of His manifestation and 
veiled from them because of the radiance of his light! 35 

Both authors share a conviction that God exhausts all human efforts to per¬ 
ceive him. In these quotes they draw on a Sufi and Neoplatonic image of God 
as hidden by his overabundant manifestation in order to highlight that the 
failure of perception is in the human faculties that are dazzled and blinded 
by the intensity of God. 36 Whatever their means of arrival at this point, 
Maimonides and al-Ghazall seem to be in strong agreement about the end 
and purpose of human life, which is contemplation of a God who eludes and 
dazzles. Yet, the distinct manner of their arrival at this point of harmony is 
significant. Maimonides feels that scripture and the truth regarding the divine 
attributes that it describes are essentially rational. Scripture speaks in sym¬ 
bolic terms because few people are truly rational; therefore rational truths 


qualifications, all eloquence turns into weariness and incapacity!” ibid., 137; cf. Lobel, 
A Sufi-Jewish Dialogue, 39. 

34 Shemonah Peraqim, 95. He continues: “This subject has been frequently discussed, and all 
the discourses are correct and clear.” 

3 5 Mishkat al-Anwar, 23-24; see note 35 above and 38 below. 

36 Ibn Sina uses very similar Sufi-Neoplatonic language as well, e.g. at the end of his Hayy b. 
Yaqzan-. Ibn Sina, Rasa’il ash-Shaykh ar-Ra’is Abu All l-Husayn b. ’Abdallah b. Sindfi asrar 
al-hikmah al-mashriqiyah (Trades Mystiques d'Abou All Hosain b. ’Abdallah b. Sind ou 
d’Avicenna), ed. with French translation by A. F. Mehren, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1899, 21 (of the 
Arabic text of Hayy b. Yaqzan). 
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must be presented in some other manner. He follows his major influence in 
the Shemonah Peraqim, al-Farabl, closely in this regard. This appraisal does 
not demean scripture for Maimonides: a truth that is not known rationally 
is not really known for him. Nonetheless, he does believe there are unknow¬ 
able truths. Al-Ghazall believes in unknowable truths as well, but he allows 
for a greater scope of human interaction with these truths. He articulates this 
according to both traditionalist and mystical hermeneutics, in terms of the 
unknowable modality of the divine attributes that are revealed in scripture. 

Al-Ghazali’s psychological interpretation of the veils hadlth establishes the 
contemplation of God as the goal of human life. He divides the classes of 
the veiled seekers in terms of how aspects of the soul such as the appetites, 
physical senses, imagination, or reason may act as a veil obscuring true per¬ 
ception of God. In addition to these interests, Al-Ghazall also takes an appar¬ 
ently theological interest in the proper conception of the divine attributes a 
prominent concern of the veils section. 37 For instance, idolaters may recog¬ 
nize that beauty and might are attributes of God, yet worship these in sensible 
form: they are “veiled” by the faculty of the senses in their perception of God’s 
attributes. 38 Similarly, al-Ghazall describes the last class among the mixed 
veiled seekers as “those who are veiled by the divine lights along with dark, 
corrupt, rational comparisons.” 39 He presents this final class of mixed veiled 


37 Again, Maimonides shows similar interest in some of his discussions, e.g. The Guide 
1:59, where he creates his own hierarchy of those who attempt to know God through dif¬ 
ferent conceptions, and methods of knowing, the divine attributes; ibid., 138. Note the 
close proximity of this hierarchy to the passages parallel to Mishkdt al-Anwar, above at 
notes 34 & 35- 

3 8 Mishkdt al-Anwar, 47. 

39 Ibid., 49. Here, we see al-Ghazali's general criticism of kalam: the method of reasoning is 
flawed, for instance in his autobiography: id., al-Munqidh min ad-dalal, vaMajmu' rasa’il 
al-Imam al-Ghazall, Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub al- c Ilmiyyah, 1994,32-3. cf. id., al-Munqidh min 
ad-dalal, translated in Freedom and Fulfillment: an annotated translation of Al-Ghazali’s 
al-Munqidh min at Dalai and other relevant works of al-Ghazali, trans. R, J. McCarthy, 
Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1980, 59-60; hereafter: al-Munqidh, En./Ar., with the other 
works in the text cited by their Arabic title, followed by: in R. J. McCarthy, in Freedom 
and Fulfillment, cf. id. al-Qistas al-mustaqim. ed. Victor Chelhot, Beirut: al-Matba‘a 
al-KathulIkiyya, 1959, 90; cf. id. al-Qistas al-mustaqim, in R. J. McCarthy, in Freedom and 
fulfillment, 276; hereafter: al-Qistas al-Mustaqim, En./Ar.; where al-Ghazall associates the¬ 
ology with veils over the heart as he does in Mishkdt al-Anwar and, in the broader context 
of that work, such theology is clearly corrupt logic. Also compare id. Kitab Sharh 'aja’ib 
al-qalb in Ihya‘ ’Ulum al-Din, 869-70; cf. id. Kitab Sharh ’aja’ib al-qalb in Knowledge of God 
in Classical Sufism (partial translation), ed./trans. John Renard, New York: Paulist Press, 
2004,302-3; hereafter: lhyd’, K. Sharh Aja’ib al-Qalb, En./Ar. Note, here, that ignorance of 



268 


GIRDNER 


seekers with allusions to doctrines concerning divine attributes such as speech 
and will, saying “these are well known doctrines, and there is no need to go 
into details.” 40 Al-Ghazali’s vagueness gave rise to speculation and some of the 
secondary scholarship curiously sees a transition from traditionalist theology 
toward Mu'tazill theology at this point in the veils section. 41 

In fact, the Mu'tazill position dominates the whole of the final sub-section 
discussing the mixed veiled seekers and any transition is from Mu'tazill 
thought toward a more traditionalist position. 42 Al-Ghazali’s allusions to the 


the proper use of logic is an obstacle to knowledge; thus, theology seems to veil the heart 
in a manner similar to the ‘corrupt dark rational comparisons’ in Mishkdt al-Anwar, cf. 
id. Iky a’, K. at-Tilawa, En., 70/Ar., 325, where theological partisanship is a veil that conceals 
understanding of the Qur’an. Likewise, see id. Ihya’, K. at-tawhtd, 1598, where the theolo¬ 
gians are located in the penultimate stage of tawhtd ; cf. id., Faysal at-tafriqah bayn al-Islam 
wa-z-zandaqa, ed. Muhammad Bijti, Damascus, 1993,71-9. Similarly, id. Faysal at-tafriqah 
bayn al-Islam wa-z-zandaqah. trans., R. J. McCarthy, in Freedom and fulfillment, 143-5; 
hereafter: Faysal, En./Ar., where al-Ghazali says kalam is haram except in two cases); cf. 
id. Kitab al-’Ilm in Ihya‘ 'ulum ad-din, 33; also cf. id. Kitab al-’Ilm translated as The Book 
of Knowledge by Nabih Amin Faris, Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1962, 47-8; hereafter: 
Ihya’, K. 'Ilm, En./Ar. Of similar note is id. Ma’arij al-quds ft madarij ma’rifat an-nafs, ed. 
Muhammad Bijti, Dimashq: Dar al-Albab, 1998, 82-3; cf. id. Ma’arij al-quds ft madarij 
ma ’rifat an-nafs translated as On the Soul by Yahya Abu Risha, Irbid, Jordan: Dar Al-Hilal 
for Translation & Pub., 2001, 151; hereafter: Ma’arij al-Quds, En./Ar. Next, cf. al-Iqtisad 
ft al-i'tiqad. eds. Husayn Atay and Ibrahim Cubkcu, Ankara, Nur Matbaasi, 1962, 9-15; 
and al-Iqtisad ft al-i’tiqad partially translated as “Al-Ghazali on Divine Essence: a transla¬ 
tion from the Iqtisadft all’tiqad" by Dennis Morgan Davis (PhD. diss., The University of 
Utah), 2005, 92-101; hereafter al-Iqtisad, En./Ar. Finally, cf. al-Arbatn, 80, 275; al-Maqsad, 
En. 31/Ar. 43. 

40 Mishkdt al-Anwar, 50. 

41 Hermann Landolt, “Ghazafi and ‘Religionswissenschaft’,” 36. William Henry Temple 
Gairdner. “Al-Ghazali’s Mishkat Al-Anwar,” 15. Watt, “A Forgery,” 6-7. More recently, 
Frank Griffel correctly identified the doctrines as Mu'tazill; The Philosophical Theology of 
al-Ghazali, 246-8. 

42 For a detailed argument on this, see: Girdner. Reasoning with Revelation, 408-30. For the 
allusions to doctrines at issue, see: Mishkdt al-Anwar, 50. Succinctly, the three doctrines 
to which al-Ghazali alludes at this point are finked to the broader issue of his criticism 
of tashbth, which he identifies with the Mutazila (see below, note 46). Al-Ghazafi rou¬ 
tinely presents the first doctrine at issue, namely, that God’s speech consists of sounds 
and letters, as Mu’tazill. Likewise, he associates the third doctrine, which describes God’s 
will as originated, with the Mu’tazill position. The intervening doctrine is closer, but not 
equivalent, to the Ash'ari position; it is still concerned with originated mental speech 
and is inappropriately likened to creatures. Meanwhile, the first class of those veiled by 
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doctrines of the final subcategory of mixed veiled seekers are consistent with 
his presentation of Mu'tazill positions in other works; he syntactically links 
all the doctrines to which he alludes, critiquing them collectively in terms of 
the polemical theological category of tashblh, or comparing God to creatures. 
This is the “corrupt rational comparison” that concerns him. 43 Al-Ghazall 
makes this clear by beginning his allusions with a general characterization of 
this class: “[...] they understand these [divine] attributes in keeping with how 
they stand in relation to their own attributes.” 44 Al-Ghazall continues his inter¬ 
est in tashblh as he turns to the first class of those veiled by pure lights: 

The first [of those veiled by pure lights] is a company of people who 
come to know the meanings of the attributes through verification. They 
perceive that ascribing the names “speaking,” “desiring,” “powerful,” 


veils of pure light appears to espouse a rational-traditionalist approach to attribution (see 
note 48 below). For parallel discussions of these issues in al-Ghazali’s works, see: al-Qistas 
al-Mustaqlm, En. 278/Ar. 94, where al-Ghazali explicitly accuses the Mu'tazila of likening 
creatures to God. For discussion of God’s speech or word as sounds and letters, cf. esp. the 
discussion of letters and words in the context of a consideration of tashblh and tanzlh in 
Ihya’, K. at-tawhld, Ar., 1604; cf. al-Maqsad, En., 175/Ar., 163 ■,Ihya‘, K. at-Tildwa, En., 56-7/Ar., 
321; Al-Iqtisad, Ar., U3-115,125,153-4; cf. al-ArbaTn, 48, 91; cf. Ghazali, Kitab at-Tawba in 
Ihya’ 'ulum ad-dln, 1351; cf. id. Kitab at-Tawba translated as al-Ghazzali On Repentance by 
M. S. Stem, New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1990,67; hereafter: Hiya’, k. al-tawba En./Ar. cf. 
id .Jawahir al-Qur’an translated as The Jewels of the Qur’an by Muhammad Abul Quasem, 
Bangi, Selangor, Malaysia: Jabatan Usuluddin dan Falsafa, Fakulti Pengajian Islam, 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 1977, 35; hereafter: Jawahir. Compare also id. Risalah 
al-Qudslyah, translated as “Al-Ghazali’s Tract on Dogmatic Theology,” ed. & trans. Tibawi, 
in Istamic Quarterly, ix (1965): 85; hereafter: ar-Risalah al-Qudscyah. 

43 Mishkdt al-Anwar, 49. 

44 Ibid., 50. Al-Ghazali’s concern with tashblh somewhat obscures the object of his criti¬ 
cism, if one expects the Mu'tazila to be condemned for tanzlh, or emptying God of his 
attributes. This party errs by thinking that speaking or willing can only be understood 
as temporally originated in accordance with the expression of these attributes in crea¬ 
tures. Tempo rally originated attributes cannot characterize the eternal divine essence; so 
the will and speech must be denied as attributes which eternally characterize the divine 
essence. They deny God’s eternal attributes because of their conception of them in terms 
of their human analogs. Their tanzlh is a product of their tashblh, which is the corrupt 
rational comparison which veils this group. This is consistent with al-Ghazali’s other pre¬ 
sentations of the issue and the Mu'tazila: cf. esp. al-Qistas al-Mustaqlm, En. 278/Ar. 94, 
where al-Ghazali explicitly accuses the Mu'tazila of tashblh ; for additional references to 
Ghazali’s treatment of these issues, cf. above note 44. 
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“knowing,” and so forth to His attributes is not like ascribing them to 
human beings. 45 

This class affirms a standard list of attributes; but they recognize the limits of 
rational comparisons between human and divine attributes. One might say, 
they piously constrain their discussion of the modality of the relationship 
between the divine attributes and essence in a manner suggestive of the bi-la 
kayfawa-la tashbih doctrine associated with traditionalist theology in general, 
including the rational traditionalism of the Ash'arlya. 46 Indeed, the interpre¬ 
tation al-Ghazall gives to the proof text he cites at this point supports such 
a reading. 47 The precise theological identity of this group, however, does not 
seem to be central to al-Ghazall’s point and theological partisanship does not 
provide a compelling account of his major motives. It seems more likely that 


45 Ibid., 50. 

46 Ibid., cf. 28. It seems likely that this approach is most readily identified with al-Ghazali’s 
generally Ash'ari presentation of a balance of limited speculation and a traditionalist 
reticence, or pious restraint, concerning the intelligibility of the modality of God’s attri¬ 
butes in his theological writings. In several works, al-Ghazall suggests that his sympa¬ 
thies lie most closely with this traditionalist hermeneutic which limits speculation on 
the modality of God’s attributes with the bi-la kayfa wa-la tashbih doctrine by “not ask¬ 
ing how” the attributes describe God, “nor comparing” him to creatures. For example, 
al-Ghazall is fond of the tradition from Imam Malik which was given in response to a 
question concerning how God is seated upon the throne: “the fact of sitting ( istiwa’ ) is 
known but its manner is not; to believe in it is an obligation, to inquire about its man¬ 
ner is an innovation.” Al-Ghazali’s fondness for quoting this tradition communicates his 
traditionalist sympathies, or at least his eagerness to appear sympathetic to traditionalist 
doctrine. However, his location of philosophical content in sacred sources such as the 
Qur’an shows his willingness to expand such traditionalism; reason plays a central role 
in determining what is acceptable in this regard. For more, see Girdner, Reasoning with 
Revelation. 424-8, and chapter ten generally; cf. al-Ghazall, Qanun at-Ta’wil, ed. M. BIju, 
Damascus, 1993,24; cf. id. Kitab Qawa’id at-'aqa’id in Ihya’ ‘ulum ad-din, 108,127; hereafter: 
K Qawa’id al-’aqa’id-, cf. Faysal, En., 136 /Ar., 49; Al-Iqtisad, En. 167/Ar. 52. 

47 Al-Ghazall twice alludes to Q 26:23-7, which depicts an encounter between Moses and 
Pharaoh. He reads this encounter as one in which Pharaoh foolishly demands to know the 
quiddity of God, but Moses responds only with references to God’s acts. It is significant 
that this allusion is used by al-Ghazall to illustrate what he means when he says that 
“ascribing the names ‘speaking,’ ‘desiring,’ ‘powerful,’ ‘knowing,’ and so forth to His attri¬ 
butes is not like ascribing them to human beings.” Mishkat al-Anwar, 50, cf. 28. In other 
words, tashbih is excluded, but attribution is preserved. For an analysis of al-Ghazali’s use 
of this passage relative to his presentation of various theological doctrines in Mishkat 
al-Anwar, see: Girdner, Reasoning with Revelation, 429-31,453-54. 
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al-Ghazall’s point is a general advocacy, and ultimately a philosophical and 
mystical adaptation, of the traditionalist bi-la kayfa wa-la tashblh doctrine in 
as much as it involves a basic acknowledgment of the limits of human reason¬ 
ing, as well as the role of revelation for understanding the nature of God and 
his attributes. To understand this, we need to turn to briefly consider aspects of 
the remaining classes of those veiled by pure light. 

Al-Ghazall subdivides the remainder of those veiled by pure lights in terms 
of a variety of realizations concerning the cause of motion in the heavens, and 
he apparently alludes to various conceptions of the efficient and final cause 
of celestial motion. Then, he distinguishes seekers of the cause of motion 
from the final category of those veiled by veils of pure light. These attain a 
realization that, while mysterious and controversial, clearly entails a shift of 
interest from God as the cause of motion in the cosmos to God as the cause 
of all existence. It seems that al-Ghazall is distinguishing between rational 
proofs for God’s existence based on motion, such as Aristotelian arguments for 
the unmoved mover, and proofs based on a consideration of existence, such 
as Ibn Sina’s arguments for the Necessary Existent. This is confirmed by the 
fact that al-Ghazall identifies those who make this distinction as “those who 
have arrived” at an unveiling of God’s face. They come to an understanding 
of the Qur’anic allusion we considered above, that is, “everything is perishing 
except his face” (Q 28:88). Recall that al-Ghazall explains this passage in terms 
of the concept of the Necessary Existent earlier in Mishkat al-Anwar. Upon 
the unveiling of God’s face in the veils section, al-Ghazall refers the reader 
back to this explanation. Thus, the unveiling of God’s face conveys the truth 
of God as the Necessary Existent and this truth is - inasmuch as it is outlined 
by Ibn Sina’s philosophy - perceived by the rational faculty; but what of the 
holy prophetic faculty, which al-Ghazall attaches to his outline of the philo¬ 
sophical psychology that provides the framework for his interpretation of the 
veils hadithl 

Al-Ghazall provides his philosophical interpretation of the meaning of 
everything perishing but God’s face in the first chapter of Mishkat al-Anwar, 
after which he proceeds to a long exposition of the mystical state of fana\ or 
the ecstatic mystical experience of the extinction of the self in God. Al-Ghazall 
returns to his philosophical interpretation of the face of God as his neces¬ 
sary existence; he also returns to this mystical interest in the ecstatic state of 
fana‘ in the veils section, explicitly referencing his previous interpretations. 
Elsewhere, I have discussed in detail how al-Ghazall uses his interpretation of 
Q 28:88 in terms of the philosophical concepts of necessary and possible exis¬ 
tence; he employs these terms to explicate the ecstatic experience of mystical 
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union with God in the state of fana 3 . 48 Here, I can simply assert my finding 
that al-Ghazall employs the ontological categories of necessary and possible 
existence to argue for both the possibility of such mystical experiences, and to 
censure what he considers to be heterodox claims of actual union with God. 
He presents fana 3 as the realization by the mystical-prophetic faculty of the 
mystic’s relationship as a contingent being with the necessary being of God; 
this realization, however, might be subjectively mistaken for unity with the 
divine being. 49 Apropos to the broader concern in this volume with al-Ghazall 
and rationality, the realization of the mystical-prophetic faculty is not of an 
irrational truth; it may be partially explained in terms of Ibn Sina’s ratio¬ 
nal concept of the Necessary Existent. What distinguishes those who have 
arrived from anyone who rationally understands the concept of God’s neces¬ 
sary existence is the mode of their knowing that God’s necessary existence is 
the source of all contingent existence: those who have arrived understand the 
relationship between God’s necessary existence and all contingent existence 
both rationally and mystically. In Sufi terminology, al-Ghazall says this truth 
becomes a taste ( dhawq) and a state (hal) for them and he describes it as the 
ecstatic experience of fana or extinction of the self. 

The truths of the mystical-prophetic faculty cannot contradict reason, but 
they can exhaust its limits. Indeed, this is the profundity of such an experience 
for al-Ghazall; it provides certainty that reason cannot provide with regard to 
a truth that is unknowable in its essence and must remain a mystery known 
by revelation: God. At this point in Mishkat al-Anwar, al-Ghazall integrates the 
traditionalist, rationalist, and mystical hermeneutics that he advocates in his 
discussion of those veiled by pure light. 50 Those who have arrived rationally 


48 Girdner, Reasoning with Revelation, 355-79,640-50. For al-Ghazali's use of al-Qasas/ 28:88, 
see: Mishkat al-Anwar, 16-18,52; cf. al-Maqsad, En. 51,124/Ar. 64,137; cf. Ihya] K. at-Tilawa, 
En. 66-7/Ar. 324; cf. al-Arba’in, 81. 

49 Ibid., esp. 365-74. cf. Mishkat al-Anwar, 16-18, 52. Cf. esp. al-Maqsad, En. 125-6,149-58/ 
Ar. 139,162-71. For Ghazali’s conception of the highest stage of tawhid and mystical expe¬ 
rience in terms of a realization that only God exists, see also: al-Maqsad, En. 46/Ar. 58; 
cf. Ihya] K. Shark ’aja’ib al-qalb, in RJ McCarthy. Freedom and Fulfillment, 323; cf. Ihya] 
K. Shark 'aja’ib al-qalb, En. 305/Ar., 871,875; cf. Ihya] k. al-tawba, En. 77/Ar. 1357 and Ihya] 
K at-tawhld, 1598; cf. al-Arba'ln, 276. 

50 The hermeneutic is traditionalist in as much as it appears to elaborate the bi-la kayfa 
doctrine (cf. discussion above and note 48); it is rationalist in as much as it asserts that 
part of what the Qur’an and hadith convey may be interpreted as referring to philosophi¬ 
cal truths (e.g. God as the Necessary Existent). It is mystical in its assertion that the mys¬ 
terious dimension of scripture which tradition accepts ‘without asking how’ and which 
can bear rationalist exegesis, but cannot be fully explicated by such exegesis, may be 
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understand the philosophical distinctions, provided by the rationalist herme¬ 
neutic, between varied arguments for God and for the concept of the Necessary 
Existent; nevertheless, they encounter a mysterious dimension of revelation 
which exhausts rationalist hermeneutics. In terms of the traditionalist herme¬ 
neutic, this mystery can only be known by revelation; thus al-Ghazall is care¬ 
ful to express their realization in the language of the Qur’an: “ ‘Everything is 
perishing except his face’ (Q 28:88) becomes for them a taste and a state.” 51 
In terms of the mystical hermeneutic, those who have arrived experience an 
ecstatic and subjective certainty with regard to truths that tradition simply 
communicates as a mystery. This experience makes the pious restraint of tra¬ 
ditionalism into a positive encounter with something more than the limits of 
human reason even as it affirms these limits. At the same time, much room for 
the exercise of reason is found within their bounds. 


6 Conclusion: Apophasis, Pious Restraint, and Encountering the 
Mysterious 

In both the veils section of Mishkat al-Anwar and the seventh chapter of the 
Shemonah Peraqim, al-Ghazall and Maimonides provide an interpretation 
of traditional reports concerning the veils of God in terms of a philosophi¬ 
cal psychology and ethics which present the theoretical or intellectual con¬ 
templation of God as the end of human life; yet they paradoxically deny the 
possibility of knowledge of God. In addition, al-Ghazall and Maimonides both 
interpret the unveiling of God’s face in terms of the philosophical concept of 
God as the Necessary Existent. This concept allows them to identify God as 
known by means of the necessary relationship of contingent creatures to his 
being; they describe the divine essence, however, as unknowable in itself, even 
as they say it necessarily exists. Drawing on theological conceptualizations 
of the relationship of the divine attributes to the divine essence and to crea¬ 
tures, al-Ghazall and Maimonides present God as unknowable in his essence. 
Maimonides employs a rationalist hermeneutic asserting that even the attri¬ 
butes, known from observation or given in revelation, cannot explain the 
divine essence; they must be logically negated from it by means of apophasis. 
Al-Ghazall, on the other hand, maintains that the attributes of God are not to 
be logically negated, but personally experienced as meaningful mysteries in a 


encountered personally and experienced subjectively as true. Cf. Girdner, Reasoning with 
Revelation, 349-79,408-28,640-50. 

51 Mishkat al-Anwar, 52; cf. 16-17,20, 23. cf. discussion above, esp. notes 24 & 27. 
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mystical expansion of traditionalist hermeneutics. Meanwhile, his interpreta¬ 
tion of the Qur’an and ahadlth in terms of philosophical concepts shows that 
though scripture can bear rational exegesis, it cannot be reduced to it. 

God remains essentially unknowable for both al-Ghazall and Maimonides, 
but the quality of how one approaches God’s unknowable essence - which 
is His transcendence - is distinct, especially with regard to the issues of 
the human need for revelation and the nature of scripture and tradition. 
Functionally, though, Maimonides’ rationalist approach to tradition and the 
philosophically and mystically expansive traditionalism of al-Ghazall are very 
similar: they both recommend a personal encounter with the limits of rational¬ 
ity and human knowledge. Maimonides primarily conceived of this encounter 
philosophically, but, with Biblical exegeses and allusions to a seemingly mysti¬ 
cal bedazzlement, presented it in traditionalist and mystical terms. Al-Ghazall 
adapted the pious restraint of traditionalism, with its emphasis on the pri¬ 
macy and mysterious nature of revelation, to create space for philosophical 
and mystical approaches to the truth of that revelation. Shemonah Peraqim 
and Mishkat al-Anwar reveal that both authors were profoundly influenced by 
the philosophical conception of the ordering of the soul for the theoretical 
contemplation of God as the ultimate end of human life. Both authors thought 
of this end as elusive and not completely obtainable; yet, its pursuit was of 
utmost significance, drawing holistically on all human capabilities and intel¬ 
lectual disciplines. They both concluded their seeking not only with a negative 
encounter with the limits of reason, but with a positive encounter with a mys¬ 
tery that transcends those limits, “who is hidden from creatures through the 
intensity of His manifestation and veiled from them because of the radiance 
of his light!” 52 


52 Mishkat al-Anwar, 24; cf. above j 
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CHAPTER 13 


Al-Ghazali, Averroes and Moshe Narboni 

Conflict and Conflation 


Alfred L. Ivry 


Two of the three persons my contribution has brought together need no 
introduction to the readers of this volume. Al-Ghazali is the one whose mil¬ 
lennial anniversary is being commemorated, and Averroes (Ibn Rushd) is 
his celebrated adversary, the philosopher who wished to render al-Ghazali’s 
“Incoherence of the Philosophers” incoherent. But who is Moshe Narboni? 1 

Moshe Narboni is a fourteenth century Jewish philosopher (d. 1362) whose 
surname derives from the Provencal city of Narbonne, an ‘ irva’em beyisrael, a 
site of Jewish learning and scholarship in the Middle Ages. Moses, or Moshe, 
however, who is known in Latin as Maestre Vidal Bellsom, or Blasom, was actu¬ 
ally born in Perpignan, and lived there until 1344. It was there that Narboni - as 
we shall call him - studied a full complement of Jewish texts: the Bible and 
rabbinic literature, as well as Jewish philosophy, besides medicine and Islamic 
philosophy. It is most probable that he studied the Muslim falasifa through 
Hebrew translations of their work, though he may have had some Arabic as 
well as some Latin. He did not know Scholastic philosophy, however, and it was 
the luminaries of Islamic and Jewish thought of the tenth to twelfth centuries 
who circumscribed his intellectual horizons. 

Narboni moved to Spain in mid-life, and lived in various cities there amidst 
the disturbances caused by warfare and the Bubonic plague. He fled Cervera 
together with the Jewish community in 1349 due to anti-Jewish attacks, leav¬ 
ing behind his possessions and books. Nevertheless, he continued writing, pro¬ 
jecting an image of an oecumenia of shared learning and belief among Jews 
and Muslims. 


A Summary of Narboni’s life and work may be found in my entry, “Moses ben Joshua (Ben 
Mar David) of Narbonne,” Encyclopaedia Judaica, Keter Publishing, Jerusalem, 1972, xii: 
422-423. For greater detail, cf. Maurice R. Hayoun, La Philosophic et la Theologie de Moi'se de 
Narbonne, Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1989; and see Gitit Holzman, The Theory 
of the Intellect and Soul in the Thought of Rabbi Moshe Narboni, Based on his Commentaries 
on the Writings of Ibn Rushd, Ibn Tufayl, Ibn Bajja and al-Ghazali (Hebrew, PhD. Dissertation, 
Hebrew University, 1996), pp. 1-24. 
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Narboni was particularly captivated by the work of Averroes and 
Maimonides, and inserted them into all his philosophical studies. He wrote 
supercommentaries on Averroes’ commentaries on Aristotle’s logic, physics, 
metaphysics, cosmology and psychology, and towards the end of his life wrote 
a major commentary on Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed. Narboni had 
studied Maimonides’ work since the age of 13, enabling him to reference the 
Guide frequently, well before he wrote his commentary on it. 

In addition to his supercommentaries on Averroes, Narboni wrote a 
commentary on al-Ghazali’s Maqasid al-falasifa, “The Intentions of the 
Philosophers,” and on Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy ibn Yaqzan, in which commentary he 
inserted comments on Ibn Bajja’s Tadbir al-mutawahhid, “The Regimen of the 
Solitary.” An early commentary on a short work of Averroes, “The Treatise on the 
Hylic Intellect,” also known as the “Treatise on the Possibility of Conjunction,” 2 3 
shows that Narboni had fully grasped Averroes’ radical teaching on that sub¬ 
ject, as intimated in Averroes’ Tatkhis kitab an-Nafs, his Middle Commentary 
on (Aristotle’s) De anima? 

Narboni actually incorporated much of this Middle Commentary into his 
own lengthy Ma’amar bi-Shelemut ha-Nefesh, the “Treatise on the Perfection 
of the Soul”; 4 introducing into it as well much of Averroes’ “Treatise on the 
Possibility of Conjunction.” In his treatise, Narboni refers as well to Maimonides’ 
Guide and to a number of al-Ghazall’s texts. 

Two major, if smaller, treatises that Narboni wrote deserve special mention 
for their relevance to issues close to his own time. The first is an early composi¬ 
tion called Iggeret ‘al Shi'ur Qomah, the “Epistle on Shi'ur QomahShi'ur Qomah 
designating an anthropomorphically imagined deity of immense proportions, 
encompassing the cosmos and paradoxically affirming God’s indescribability. 
As it has been shown, Narboni wrote this epistle in an attempt to reconcile the 
sefirot of the kabbalists with the celestial spheres of the philosophers. 5 


2 Cf. Kalman Bland, ed. and trans., The Epistle on the Possibility of Conjunction with the Active 
Intellect by Ibn Rushd with the Commentary of Moses Narboni, New York: Jewish Theological 
Seminary, 1982. 

3 Cf. Alfred L. Ivry, ed. and trans., Averroes Middle Commentary on Aristotle’s De anima, Provo, 
Utah: Brigham Young University Press 2002. 

4 Moses of Narbonne, Ma’amar bi-Shelemut ha-Nefesh, (Treatise on the Perfection of the Soul) 
ed. Alfred Lyon Ivry (Hebrew), The Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, Jerusalem, 
1977- 

5 Cf Alexander Altmann, ed. and trans., “Moses Narboni's Epistle on Shi’ur Qomah',’ Jewish 
Medieval and Renaissance Studies, ed. A. Altmann, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1967, pp. 225-288. 
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The second short treatise is Narboni’s Ha-Ma’amar bi-Vehirah, “The Treatise 
on Choice,” i.e., free will. He wrote this as a response to a determinist tractate 
(Minhat kena’ot) written by one Abner of Burgos . 6 In his response, Narboni 
defends free will on philosophical as well as theological grounds, impugning 
Abner’s motives in opting for a doctrine that contradicted a tenet of Judaism . 7 

Al-Ghazali’s Maqasid al-falasifa was known to the Latin West in the 12th 
century translation of Dominicus Gundissalinus as Logica et Philosophia 
Algazelis, and was thought, as the title declares, to represent his true beliefs. 
This was facilitated by the absence in Latin of al-Ghazall’s opening and clos¬ 
ing remarks in that work, passages in which he clearly states that one first has 
to know the arguments of an opponent in order to refute them. Avicenna’s 
physics and metaphysics represented to al-Ghazall the views he presented as 
the “Intentions of the Philosophers,” and it is aspects of Avicenna’s philoso¬ 
phy that al-Ghazall then attempts to repudiate in his Tahafut al-falasifa, “The 
Incoherence of the Philosophers.” Interestingly, Judah Halevi employs a simi¬ 
lar, if abbreviated, strategy within the pages of his 12th century apologia, the 
Guzari, using the views of Avicenna - who nevertheless remains unnamed by 
Halevi - as the position of a prototypical philosopher. 

Narboni, however, could not conveniently claim ignorance, having a com¬ 
plete copy of Maqasid al-falasifa before him in an anonymous Hebrew trans¬ 
lation, correctly called Kawanot Ha-Filosofim. Narboni therefore knew that 
al-Ghazall claimed to be presenting Avicennian philosophy in that work, prior 
to refuting it. Narboni knew that, but did not believe it. Rather, he chose to 
believe that al-Ghazall deliberately misrepresented his disagreement with 
Avicenna in order to placate the powerful foes of philosophy while neverthe¬ 
less transmitting his teachings . 8 Narboni thus views al-Ghazall as practicing a 
form of taqiyya, or dissimulation, a tactic associated with the Isma'ilis, and one 
which Maimonides implicitly endorses in the Guide. 

Narboni thus considered the Maqasid to be al-Ghazall’s confirmation of 
Avicenna’s philosophy, and his Tahafut a pretended refutation. This may explain 
Narboni’s relative neglect of the latter work, which established al-Ghazall in 


6 Cf. Zvi Avneri, “Abner of Burgos,” in EncyclopaediaJudaica, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred 
Skolnik, 2nd ed., vol. 1, Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007, pp. 264-265. The Minhat 
kena’ot is extant in Castilian translation. 

7 Cf. Maurice Hayoun, ed. and trans., “L’epitre du Libre Arbitre de Moi'se de Narbonne,” Revue 
des etudesjuives (cxli (1-2), 1982), pp. 139-167. 

8 Narboni’s words to that effect are quoted by Holzman, p. 293. English translation by Steven 
Harvey, “Why Did Fourteenth-Century Jews Turn to Al-Ghazali’s Account of Natural Science?” 
Jewish Quarterly Review (vol. 91,2001) pp. 366-367, n. 24. 
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most readers’ eyes as opposed to philosophy. Narboni, however, is not blind to 
al-Ghazall’s positions when they run counter to those of his beloved Averroes, 
and criticizes al-Ghazall for this, though he states in the introduction to his 
commentary that he will simply present al-Ghazall’s views without comment. 
It would appear that his desire to think well of al-Ghazall conflicted with his 
sense of philosophical probity. 

Narboni’s positive attitude towards al-Ghazall’s Maqasid is reflected in 
the reception that text received among Jewish readers. It was translated into 
Hebrew two or three times, the anonymous translation Narboni used being 
perhaps a revision of an earlier translation. The seventy-plus surviving Hebrew 
manuscripts of this work testify to its popularity amongjews interested in phi¬ 
losophy, and this despite Averroes’ disparagement of the work. Those who did 
use the text were impressed with its conciseness and relatively easy style of 
exposition. As Narboni says in the introduction to his commentary, 

we intend (to write) a short commentary in order not to deviate from 
the intention of the sage, for this noble man has revealed and publi¬ 
cized science’s secrets with wonderful brevity to those who are worthy 
of them. This indicates that divine providence (extends over) those who 
worship God (and) yearn for scientific wisdom ( hokhma ), though they 
are troubled by external hindrances. [Providence] sent this illustrious 
person, who has seen the spiritual world, as Abu Bakr ibn as-Sayigh (i.e., 
Ibn Bajja), has testified, to assist us (in understanding) the principles of 
science in a short amount of time . 9 

Despite such encomia, Narboni’s acceptance of al-Ghazall’s Avicennianism is 
limited to its compatibility with Averroean doctrine. Narboni has little quarrel 
with the summaries of logic and physics that al-Ghazall presents, unlike his 
discomfort with aspects of Avicenna’s metaphysics. Perhaps another feature 
of the Maqasid that attracted Narboni is al-Ghazall’s affirmation of personal 
immortality and its essential similarity to the traditional religious view of 
Judaism; here, though, Narboni may be practicing his own bit of taqiyya, for as 
an Averroist he ought not to have shared this belief. 

This becomes apparent in Narboni’s comments on al-Ghazall’s treatment 
of the various stages that the rational faculty of the soul undergoes. Narboni 
has no quarrel with the conventional outline of the topic that al-Ghazall pres¬ 
ents: a progression from pure potentiality - al-’aql aL-h.ayu.Ll or hayuLanl- to 
an intellect that has primary premises and conventional propositions - aL-'aqL 


9 Holzman, p. 288 (my translation). 
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bi-l-malaka - then an operational, active intellect, al-'aqt bi-t-fi’L, culminating 
through conjunction with the 'aql al-fa“al, the agent intellect, and the acquisi¬ 
tion of theoretical intelligible propositions in the aptly named “acquired intel¬ 
lect,” al-'aql al-mustafad. Sympathetic with this epistemological scheme as he 
is, Narboni could not agree with the assumption that the hylic intellect is a 
pure disposition to think, and he may well have doubted that the conjunc¬ 
tion the acquired intellect achieves with the Agent intellect renders the indi¬ 
vidual intellect per se immortal. Narboni also had to be uncomfortable with 
al-Ghazali’s view that the entire soul, and not just the rational faculty, endures 
forever, and that it experiences pleasure or pain in an afterlife. 

Here, however, Narboni has to tread carefully, for such a view was considered 
a tenet of both Islam and Judaism. He therefore limits himself to the remark 
that the soul upon death is indeed pained, as al-Ghazali says, over its inability 
to conjoin with the Agent Intellect, but that is because it loses at that point 
the senses and imaginative faculty that are essential to acquiring intelligibles . 10 
Narboni does not say that without these faculties the surviving intellect, were 
it to survive as an independent entity, would have no sense of self. 

Narboni brings Maimonides together with al-Ghazali in his commentary 
on al-Ghazali’s work, indicating in a number of places that in his opinion the 
Jewish philosopher followed the lead of his Muslim predecessor . * 11 This is partic¬ 
ularly noteworthy, since Maimonides does not mention al-Ghazali at all in the 
Guide, nor include him among the authors whose works he recommends to his 
translator. Recent scholarship has shown, however, that there are al-Ghazalian 
aspects in Maimonides’ work , 12 lending credibility to Narboni’s claims. 

A closer look at al-Ghazali’s role in Narboni’s “Treatise on the Perfection 
of the Soul,” Ma’amar beshelemut hanefesh, may help us appreciate the 
appeal al-Ghazali held for a fourteenth century Jewish philosopher. While 
the “Perfection of the Soul” (hence to be called by its Hebrew name, Shelemut 
hanefesh) is Narboni’s ‘own’ composition, it is actually a patchwork quilt of 
selections taken mainly from Averroes’ commentaries on the De anima, both 
his Short Commentary or Epitome, ( jam ' in Arabic, qizzur in Hebrew) and his 
Middle Commentary, the talkhis/be’ur. Narboni knew these texts, as well as 
those of al-Ghazali, in Hebrew translation, and did not have access to Averroes’ 


10 Cf. Holzman, p. 303. 

11 Holzman, pp. 306, 317. 

12 Cf. Amira Eran, “Al-Ghazali and Maimonides on the World to Come and Spiritual 
Pleasures,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 8 (2001), pp. 137-166; Alfred Ivry, “The Guide and 
Maimonides’ Philosophical Sources,” The Cambridge Companion to Maimonides, ed. 
Kenneth Seeskin, Cambridge University Press, 2005, pp. 68,69. 
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Long Commentary on De anima, it not having been translated into Hebrew at 
the time. He was familiar, as has been said, with the translation of a short trea¬ 
tise Averroes wrote on the “Possibility of Conjunction,” a text no longer extant 
in its Arabic original. Ever the commentator, Narboni concludes Shelemut 
Hanefesh with quotations from this Conjunction treatise, and from his own 
earlier commentary on it. 

For the most part, Shelemut Hanefesh presents Averroes’ understanding of 
Aristotle’s major text on the soul, utilizing the Short Commentary for summa¬ 
rizing details of the soul’s external and internal faculties of perception and 
apprehension; the Middle Commentary is used for elaborating the functions of 
the rational faculty, and particularly to establish the nature of the hylic intel¬ 
lect and its relation to the Agent Intellect. 

Narboni introduces al-Ghazall in this book to supplement, and in some 
places to replace, Averroes’ discussion of the physical senses of perception, 
preferring the brevity of his remarks in al-Ghazall’s Maqasid al-falasifa, 
“Intentions of the Philosophers,” as well as some passages al-Ghazall offers 
in his Mi’yar al-’Ilm, the “Standard of Science,” and in his Tahajut al-falasifa, 
the “Incoherence of the Philosophers.” Actually, Narboni may be quoting 
from Averroes’ citations of al-Ghazall’s Tahajut al-falasifa in Averroes’ Tahajut 
at-tahafut, “The Incoherence of the Incoherence,” for in one place at least 13 
Narboni proffers Averroes’ response to al-Ghazall as found in that text. 

Narboni first introduces al-Ghazall in Shelemut Hanefesh shortly after begin¬ 
ning his paraphrase of the second Book of De anima, where Aristotle com¬ 
mences to define the soul and elaborate on its faculties. Aristotle treats the 
soul nearly entirely in physical terms, describing its faculties, beginning with 
the faculty of nutrition. He does acknowledge that the intellect is “a different 
kind of soul” 14 that can exist separately, but it is not until much later, in Book 
Three, that Aristotle develops his concept of the soul’s non-physical intellec¬ 
tual faculty. In accessing an al-Ghazall text here, Narboni apparently wishes 
to assure his reader - if not himself - of a more religiously-accommodating 
concept of soul. 

Thus, having barely begun to paraphrase Aristotle, 15 Narboni interrupts his 
text at De an. 412b 5, where Aristotle has stated that the soul is “the first actu¬ 
ality ( entelecheia ) of a natural body which has organs,” 16 to expand upon the 


13 Shelemut Hanefesh 97:22. 

14 De an. 11.2 413b 24. 

15 Shelemut Hanefesh 40m. 

16 Following here and below D. W Hamlyn’s translation, Aristotle’s De anima, Books 11 andm, 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968. 
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theme. He does this by quoting the definitions of the soul al-Ghazall brings 
in Mi yar al-'ilm , 17 a handbook of logical terms of which al-Ghazall approved. 

Al-Ghazall points out that the term ‘soul’ is used homonymously, meaning 
not just one thing in relation to human beings, animals and plants, and another 
to angels, but also one thing when referring to the soul as the form of the body, 
and another thing as a separate substance. Thus the “soul” is both “the first 
actuality, or perfection ( entelecheia, kamal/shelemut), of a natural body which 
has organs,” as Aristotle has defined it, and it is an immaterial substance that 
moves the body through choice ( ikhtiyar/behira ), having an intelligent prin¬ 
ciple. Even in this latter case, however, the soul is spoken of homonymously, for 
the intelligently motivating soul is potential - at first - in humans, but actual 
always in angels. 

Narboni continues to quote from Mi'yar at-'itm, confirming al-Ghazall’s 
desire to establish the presence of God in all matters pertaining to the soul, 
both those that seem purely physical as well as those in which the intellect 
plays a decisive role. Thus, al-Ghazall is seen to say that the grain of wheat 
that grows and is nourished when cast on earth does so by the creation of 
an attribute that it formerly was not disposed to have, receiving it from the 
wahib as-suwar/noten ha-zurot, the Grantor of Forms, wa-huwa AUah ta'ala 
wa-mald’ikatuhu, God and his angels. 

In choosing to quote Al-Ghazall here, Narboni could appear to be follow¬ 
ing his source in modifying Aristotle’s doctrine of an innate potentiality in all 
actualized beings, replacing it with a kaldm- like notion of a volitional endow¬ 
ment of attributes originally absent from an object. Yet in depicting the Giver 
of Forms as both “God and his angels” al-Ghazall, as well as Narboni, may be 
seen as accepting the notion of a deity Who functions as the remote formal 
principle of sublunar bodies, even as His “angels,” the souls or intelligent prin¬ 
ciples of the spheres, function as their proximate principle. In this depiction, 
then, Narboni, with al-Ghazall’s imprimatur, moves back into the philosophi¬ 
cal fold, albeit with a greater sense of traditional religiosity. 

Without mentioning it by name, Narboni returns to Mi’yar al-’ilm only one 
more time in this book, and much later, when he finishes quoting Averroes’ 
Middle Commentary of De anima, ending at Book 3, chapter 8 of Aristotle’s 
text. There Aristotle sums up, in his words, “what has been said about the soul,” 18 
finding it is “in a way” ( pos ) all existing things, capturing the external world of 
intelligible and perceptible objects through its faculties of intellection and per¬ 
ception. The soul’s faculties correspond to their objects, potential to potential, 


17 Ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo: Dar al-ma c arif, 1969, p. 290. 

18 Dean. 431b 20. 
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actual to actual, and this leads Narboni to discuss the active and passive states 
of being in objects, the one a cause of change, the other an effect of it. 

Narboni makes his point by quoting al-Ghazall again, after lavishly prais¬ 
ing him: Hineh niqah beve’urzeh dtvrei hame'ir lanu be’oro veno’mar: katavAbu 
Hamid zeh leshono, that is, “now we shall take in explaining this the words 
of one who enlightens us with his light and say that Abu Hamid (al-Ghazall) 
wrote exactly as follows.” 19 Al-Ghazall is then quoted from Mi’yar al-llm 20 to 
bring out the difference between forces of agency and of receptivity in things. 
The change that an agent causes in a passive object is limited to complemen¬ 
tary qualities, such as the color of hair changing from black to white, or water 
from cold to hot. The lesson that Narboni seeks to teach through al-Ghazall, 
apparently, is that change is determined by the range of possibilities poten¬ 
tially existing in an object; this is a natural and delimited range, as Aristotle 
has taught. That which is actual emerges from its potential state to actuality. 

This principle has an upper limit, and it may be for that reason that Narboni 
refers to al-Ghazall again, but this time from the Maqasid al-falasifa . 21 Narboni 
quotes from al-Ghazali’s opening remarks about potentiality and actuality, as 
found in the seventh section ( qism ) of the Second part (farm) of the book, 
which is devoted to metaphysics. 22 

As al-Ghazall’s remarks indicate, the symbiosis of potentiality and actuality 
does not obtain with the first principle, whom al-Ghazall refers to as al-mabda’ 
al-awwal, and Narboni as habore’ har'Cshon , “the first creator,” in whom there 
is no potentiality whatsoever. While Narboni’s translation of Al-Ghazall’s locu¬ 
tion specifying God the creator is certainly appropriate, it may well be more 
than al-Ghazall intended in presenting standard philosophical doctrine in the 
Maqasid al-falasifa. Al-GhazalTs philosophical orthodoxy here is explicit a few 
sentences later, when he states the lower limit to the emergence of everything 
potential from something actual. As he says, this doctrine requires that every¬ 
thing generated be preceded by something material, which is impossible for 
prime matter, it being eternal! 23 

All other material bodies follow the path of necessity, however; everything 
that comes to be has to come from something already actual, the chain of 
causes containing both remote and proximate agents. Al-Ghazall cites human 


19 Shelemut Hanefesh, 134:15. 

20 Mi’yar al-’ilm, p. 327. 

21 Shelemut Hanefesh, 135:4. 

22 Maqasid al-falasifa, ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo: Dar al-Ma c arif, 1961, p. 200. 

23 Shelemut Hanefesh 135:21; Maqasid, p. 201. 
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sperm as the proximate cause of man’s existence, and gives earth ( turab , for 
which Narboni has “dust,” ’afar) as the remote cause. 

In so saying, al-Ghazall is clearly expressing philosophical ideas that he does 
not essentially share. Narboni, in choosing to reproduce them, is not entirely 
comfortable with them, though as an Averroist he ought to be. He therefore 
goes outside his source here to locate a more religiously compatible coda, actu¬ 
ally citing the Qur’an in a verse that paraphrases many ayat in that Scripture. 24 
As Narboni has it, “Therefore, it is said in the Qur’an that God, may He be 
exalted, created man from clay and placed semen (in him), heating him in a 
pot (i.e., the womb).” 25 This is most similar to sura 23, verses 12 and 13, which 
Arberry translates rather primly as “We created man of an extraction of clay, 
then We set him, a drop, in a receptacle secure.” 26 

As its name indicates, Shelemut Hanefesh is dedicated largely to describ¬ 
ing the soul as a whole and according to all its faculties. Accordingly, Narboni 
presents al-Ghazall’s semi-Avicennian descriptions of the soul’s faculties a 
number of times in this book, indicating thereby his sympathy with them. In 
one place, Narboni quotes from Part Two of al-Ghazali’s Tahafut al-falasifa, 
in which al-Ghazall explains the philosophers’ take on the natural sciences. 27 
Al-Ghazall introduces the topic saying that he must first acquaint the reader 
with the philosophers’ view of the human soul as a self-sufficient spiritual 
entity, in order to show that they are unable to offer demonstrative proofs 
to that effect. Al-Ghazall then proceeds, in Narboni’s telling, to describe the 
external and internal faculties of the soul, Narboni omitting al-Ghazall’s later 
critique of the philosophers’ argument. 

As quoted by Narboni, al-Ghazall proceeds to describe the rational faculty, 
with its division into practical and theoretical activities. Theoretical knowl¬ 
edge, i.e., knowledge of the sciences, is said to be received from the angels, 
a term later associated with the intelligences of the heavens. This is not to 
disapprove of these teachings on religious grounds, however, for al-Ghazall 
concludes this section of the Tahafut al-falasifa by saying, “There is nothing 
in what [the philosophers] have mentioned that must be denied in terms of 


24 See Q 22:5, and 32:7. 

25 Velakhen amar bi’lquran hashem yit'aleh bam‘ he’adam min hatit vesamo shikhvat zera' 
vehirtiho biqederah"; Shelemut Hanefesh 136:7. 

26 The Arabic is wa-laqad khalaqna l-insana min sulalat in min tiri n , thumma ja ‘alnd.hu 
nutfat an fi qarar " makm in ; Arthur J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted, New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1955,11:37. 

27 Cf. Shelemut Hanefesh 97.22; Al-Ghazall, The Incoherence of the Philosophers, trans. 
Michael E. Marmura, Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1997, p. 182. 
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the religious law. For these are observed matters which God has ordained to 
flow according to habit ( al-‘ada ).” 28 In Narboni’s Hebrew translation this is ren¬ 
dered, Ve ein davar mimmah shezakharuhu me’asheryehuyav kefirato batorah, 
ki hem ‘inyanim niglim himshikh ha’elyit'aleh haminhag bam . 29 

As Marmura comments, the last sentence, that the philosophers’ descrip¬ 
tion of the faculties of the soul are “observed matters which God has ordained 
to flow according to habit” ( al-'ada/haminhag ), indicates that al-Ghazall could 
accept what appears to be a naturally and independently necessary scheme 
by treating it as a habitual reality only, one that is understood to depend on 
Divine concurrence. 

Al-Ghazall’s approval of the philosophers’ description of the soul’s faculties, 
as of the philosophers’ characterization of the entire physical world, is further 
evident a few sentences later in the Tahajut al-falasifa, when he says that, a 
propos of his discourse on resurrection and the afterlife, he may well show that 
the shar’ (given as the Torah by Narboni) affirms ( musaddiq ) the philosophers’ 
teachings. 

Resurrection and the afterlife are referred to by al-Ghazall as al-hashrwa-n- 
nashr, and Narboni, in quoting al-Ghazall, transliterates rather than translates 
these terms. This is unusual and puzzling, indicative perhaps of the sensitivity 
or ambiguity of this subject to Narboni and his translator, as well as Narboni’s 
sensitivity to the reactions of his readers. Thoughjews too believed in resurrec¬ 
tion and an afterlife, Narboni may not have been eager to have them entertain 
the Islamic model alluded to by al-Ghazall. 

In non-theological areas, Narboni can be indulgent in his use of al-Ghazali’s 
writings. Thus, though the preface by which al-Ghazall introduces his discus¬ 
sion of the faculties of the soul in the Tahajut al-falasifa alerts the reader that 
what follows is not al-Ghazall’s own view, Narboni repeatedly presents it as 
such; we are meant to believe that al-Ghazall, as well as Narboni, fully embraces 
the description. On one occasion, Narboni quotes from the Tahajut at-tahajut’s 
critique of the estimative faculty, which Averroes finds redundant. 30 This does 
not stop Narboni from including that alleged faculty in the passages he quotes 
from the Tahajut al-falasifa, as well as from portions of the Maqasid al-falasifa 31 
Obviously, Narboni followed al-Ghazall, and Avicenna, in accepting the reality 
of an estimative faculty, despite his alleged partiality to Averroes’ teachings. 


28 Wa-laysa shay’ un mimma dhakaruhu mimma yajibu inkaruhu fi-sh-shar'i; fa-innaha 
umur un mush.dh.adat un ajra Allahu at- ‘adata biha\ cf. Marmura, p. 185. 

29 ShelemutHanefesh, 99:22. 

30 Ibid., 100:3; Tahafut at-tahajut, p. 818. 

31 Shelemut Hanefesh, 103:18. 
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Accordingly, Narboni quotes both the Maqasid and Tahajut texts as 
al-Ghazall presents (practically verbatim at times) Avicenna’s five-fold division 
of the internal senses, expanding upon Aristotle’s tri-fold classification of com¬ 
mon sense, imagination and memory. For al-Ghazall, as for Avicenna, there 
is the common sense, which coordinates the various external senses’ impres¬ 
sions of an object; an imaginative faculty that first receives impressions from 
the common sense and then stores them as individual images with which it 
may then fantasize (being then called in human beings the “cogitative” faculty, 
al-qicwwa al-mufakkira/hakoah hamehashev ); the estimative faculty referred 
to before, called quwwa wahmiyya/koah mehashev (again) that triggers a reac¬ 
tion to a perceived sensation, associating the object perceived with a meaning 
or “intention” ( ma'na/'inyan ) that is not perceivable, such as the fear engen¬ 
dered by a sheep when seeing a wolf; and a memorative faculty that stores this 
experience and other physically-based impressions of both an individual and 
general sort. 

Throughout, al-Ghazall’s assumption is of the existence of internal facul¬ 
ties functioning by themselves, ‘naturally,’ but in accordance with God’s will. 
Understanding and agreeing with this, Narboni concludes by saying ve la’el 
hamaskim lenakhon, a difficult sentence that I take to mean, “and (thanks be 
to) God, who agrees with what is correct.” That is, God approves of that which 
is correctly described, nature functioning according to His will. 

There is one recurring motif throughout al-Ghazall’s presentations, and that 
is his remarking, after describing what appears to be a fully natural process, 
that it is God, the “Giver of Forms” {wahib as-suwar/noten hazurot), who is 
responsible for the whole process. Al-Ghazali does not mean to indicate by this 
an Occasionalist doctrine, 32 since all the philosophers recognize God, how¬ 
ever understood, as the ultimate source of being. Still, the frequency of this 
appellation - and Narboni’s use of similar statements - is striking, giving the 
presentation a tone that makes it appear compatible with traditional religious 
sensibilities. 

Narboni’s partiality to al-Ghazall’s writing appears quaint at times. An 
instance of this occurs in al-Ghazali’s remarks on the faculty of smell, as quoted 
from the Maqasid al-falasifa . 33 Al-Ghazall relates a tale he attributes to the 
ancient Greeks to illustrate the principle that air is a medium that is affected 
by odors that mix with it, and that can carry them for many “parasangs” (the 
air disposed to do so by the wahib as-suwar, of course). According to the Greek 


32 Cf. Frank Griffel’s discussion of Occasionalism in his Al-GhazdlVs Philosophical Theology, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, pp. 125-127. 

33 Al-Ghazall, Maqasid al-falasifa, p. 350; ShelemutHanefesh, 67:3. 
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story, a vulture - rakhma in Arabic, as in the Hebrew “translation” - was said to 
have been attracted to the corpses on a battlefield by their odor at a distance of 
two hundred parasangs. A parasang -farsakh in Arabic (from the Persian) and 
parsa’ in Hebrew - is equal to approximately two and a half miles, so that the 
odor carried for nearly five hundred miles, allegedly. 

This is too much for al-Ghazali who finds it impossible that a smell can 
carry that far, and this despite the caveat that he presented earlier, that it is 
the wahib as-swwar, the Giver of Forms, who disposes the air to receive odors, 
and thus could conceivably have created such an occurrence. Clearly though, 
for al-Ghazali, God’s actions are attuned to nature’s habitual order ('aafa), an 
order he has imposed on nature, and which He seldom alters. As presented 
by Narboni, al-Ghazali thus affirms God’s presence in nature, mediated by the 
forces of nature. 

This is apparent also in Narboni’s chapter on the rational faculty in Shelemut 
Hanefesh, in which al-Ghazali is quoted from the Maqasid al-falasifa discuss¬ 
ing the process whereby the Agent Intellect - al- ’aql al-fa"al/hasekhel hapo'el - 
enables specific imaginative forms to become abstract intelligible universals. 34 
A person’s intellect is seen as naturally endowed to form abstract proposi¬ 
tions, the Agent Intellect simply facilitating its operation. Incidentally, in this 
description, al-Ghazali does not follow Avicenna’s description of an Agent 
Intellect that dominates the process more directly. Nonetheless, al-Ghazali rec¬ 
ognizes that the Agent Intellect is a medium - really the principal medium - 
through which the Giver of Forms endows a human intellect with its own form 
and with its ability to conceptualize other forms, i.e., to comprehend their uni¬ 
versal nature. 

Al-Ghazali says that the external agent of intellection is the Agent Intellect, 
which may equally be called an angel. He concludes by saying that the sharVa, 
which Narboni again renders as torah, affirms the instrumentality of angels 
in imparting knowledge to ordinary people as well as to prophets. As Narboni 
presents it, therefore, both he and al-Ghazali see then legal religious traditions 
as fully compatible with the teachings of philosophy, both the natural philoso¬ 
phy of the physical world, and the metaphysical realm. The ten intelligences of 
the heavens (and then accompanying spheres), as well as the forms on earth 
and their material substrates, are constituted as they are by virtue of inspira¬ 
tion from and obedience to God’s will. 35 

In Shelemut Hanefesh, then, Narboni presents al-Ghazali as favorably 
inclined towards the schematic descriptions of philosophy. Narboni’s positive 


34 Al-Ghazali, Maqasid al-falasifa, p. 372; Shelemut Hanefesh, 10520. 

35 Al-Ghazali, Maqasid al-falasifa, p. 362; Shelemut Hanefesh, 104:3. 
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attitude towards al-Ghazall may therefore require some modification of 
Narboni’s image as a staunch Averroist. Though he seems to follow Averroes’ 
metaphysical teachings on the annihilation of the self at the moment of 
conjunction with the Agent Intellect, Narboni, as reflected in his Ghazallan 
extracts in Shelemut Hanefesh, may have retained sympathy for, and perhaps 
a belief in, a personal survival of the soul and a personal God. 36 Conversely, 
his admiration of al-Ghazall brings out that theologian’s affinity not only for 
the logical schemata of the philosophers, which is well known, but also for 
their ontological structures. 37 Highlighting al-Ghazali’s Maqasid al-falasifa as 
he does, Narboni teaches us by implication that al-Ghazall was far from con¬ 
sidering all of the intentions of the philosophers as incoherent. 


36 Cf. Ivry, “Moses of Narbonne’s ‘Treatise on the Perfection of the Soul': A Methodological 
and Conceptual Analysis,” The Jewish Quarterly Review (lvii: 4,1967), pp. 293-97. 

37 Cf. Griffel, Al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology, p. 7. 



CHAPTER 14 


The Changing Image of al-Ghazali in Medieval 
Jewish Thought 


Steven Harvey 


The title of this volume, “Islam and Rationality: the Impact of al-Ghazali,” 
could well be the title of the present paper with one not insignificant change: 
“Judaism and Rationality: the Impact of al-Ghazali.” Al-Ghazali (d. 1111/504) 
was known to some Jewish thinkers - mostly twelfth century Andalusians - 
directly through certain Arabic writings of his that had made their way to the 
West; 1 he was known to many more through the thirteenth- and fourteenth- 
century Hebrew translations of several of his writings. As this volume under¬ 
scores, al-Ghazali was a brilliant and penetrating author in many disciplines. 
There is no question that his impact upon medieval Jewish thought was 
marked - but in which areas, and in what ways? In this paper, I will build upon 
recent research into al-Ghazall’s influence on Jewish thought and present a 
picture of the changing image of Abu Hamid (as he was known in Hebrew) as 
he was seen by Jewish thinkers from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. We 
will see which of his writings were translated, and which of them were popular 
and cited. Special attention will be given to the very different ways in which the 
medieval Jewish reader reacted to his presentation of Aristotelian philosophy 
and science and to his critique of it. 

When students of medieval Jewish philosophy think of al-GhazalTs 
impact upon Jewish thought, what invariably comes first to mind is his cri¬ 
tique of Aristotelian philosophy; this critique likely influenced Judah ha-Levi 
(d. 1141/535) in the twelfth century and Hasdai Crescas (d. 1411/814) at the 
beginning of the fifteenth century. All three thinkers used their profound and 
intimate knowledge of Aristotelian science and philosophy to compose devas¬ 
tating critiques of those teachings, which they believed were subversive to true 


1 Al-Ghazali was also known to Jewish thinkers in the East, but to a lesser extent. One impor¬ 
tant such thinker was Abu 1-Barakat al-Baghdadi (d. 1164/559). See Frank Griffel, “Between 
al-Ghazali and Abu 1-Barakat al-Baghdadi: The Dialectical Turn in the Philosophy of Iraq and 
Iran During the Sixth/Twelfth Century,” in The Age of Averroes: Arabic Philosophy in the Sixth/ 
Twelfth Century, ed. Peter Adamson, London: Warburg Institute, 2on, 45-75, esp. 64-74. See 
also, n. 25 below. 
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religion and could lead to unbelief. In fact, while al-Ghazall was indeed known 
to both Ha-Levi and Crescas, who mentions him by name, his impact on Jewish 
thought went far beyond these two thinkers. One may point to three signifi¬ 
cant different ways in which the medieval Jewish philosophers related to him: 

1. al-Ghazall as a religious thinker and critic of Aristotelian philosophy, 
especially in his book Tahajut al-falasifa-, 

2. al-Ghazall as the author of an important philosophic book of logic, sci¬ 
ence, and philosophy, Maqasid al-falasifa-, 

3. al-Ghazall as a mediocre philosopher, but successful popularizer of 
Aristotelian philosophy, again in his Maqasid al-falasifa. 

It is interesting to observe that in the history of medieval Jewish philosophy, 
al-Ghazall - the very al-Ghazall who exploited his wide-ranging knowledge of 
Aristotelian philosophy to defend his religion against the heterodox implica¬ 
tions of that philosophy - in fact by the fifteenth century may have replaced 
Averroes, the most faithful Islamic Aristotelian, as the most popular source 
among the Jews for the study of Aristotelian natural science. Indeed, Maqasid 
al-falasifa survives in its various Hebrew versions, under the title Kawanot ha- 
Filosofim, in over seventy-five manuscripts, which makes it one of the most 
popular Hebrew books of the medieval period. How did this come to be? And 
what did the medieval Jews really think of al-Ghazall? 

In general, the writings of the early Islamic falasifa - by which I mean, in 
particular, al-Farabi and Avicenna (Ibn Sina), as opposed to the Mutakallimun 
and the Islamic Neoplatonists - had very little impact on the medieval Jewish 
thinkers until Abraham ibn Da’ud, writing in 1160 /55s. Judah ha-Levi is the first 
one in the West who seems to have been quite familiar with their writings, but 
he writes against them. As for al-Ghazali’s influence on Ha-Levi, scholars have 
pointed to and debated the extent of this influence for well over a century. 
In her book on the Kuzari, Between Mysticism and Philosophy: Sufi Language 
of Religious Experience, Diana Lobel traces the history of the scholarly discus¬ 
sion of this impact from David Kaufmann’s exaggerated claims of influence, 
not only in the critique of Aristotelian philosophy, but also in the use of cer¬ 
tain key terms that point to the limits of human reason, such as ‘ ayn batina 
(inner eye) in discussions of prophecy. For her, discussions such as those of 
Julius Guttmann and David Baneth in the 1920s, which noted significant dif¬ 
ferences between the two thinkers - such as attitudes toward asceticism and 
universalistic versus particularistic teachings - presented a “more nuanced 
picture” of the relationship between them. Lobel herself, through her study, 
has helped clarify the nature of this influence, particularly regarding attitudes 
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toward kalam and philosophy and the use of certain Sufi terms. 2 It may be 
added that Binyamin Abrahamov, in his review of Lobel’s book, has pointed 
to al-Ghazall’s Ihya 1 c uLum ad-dln as a source for certain religious and philo¬ 
sophical notions in Ha-Levi’s Kuzari . 3 While Lobel clarified the influence of 
al-Ghazall on Ha-Levi in her book on Ha-Levi, interestingly, in her book on 
Bahya ibn Paquda, the same Lobel put an end to discussion of the possible 
influence of al-Ghazall on Bahya, an eleventh-century Jewish Sufi-influenced 
ethicist. In that work, she briefly surveys the hundred-year old debate on this 
influence and indeed points to new similarities between al-Ghazall and Bahya, 
but persuasively dismisses the claims that al-Ghazall influenced Bahya on the 
grounds that Bahya’s active writing career in Spain extended between 1050/441 
to 1090/483, that is, before that of al-Ghazall, and he thus could not have read 
him. 4 The literary parallels between the two authors may be explained through 
Baneth’s claim that Bahya and al-Ghazall shared a common source, Pseudo- 
Jahiz’s Kitab ad-Dala’ilwa-l-i’tibar. Lobel refers to this claim and, in the course 
of her book, marshals further evidence to support it. 5 

While Ha-Levi indeed seems to have been influenced by al-Ghazall’s cri¬ 
tique of the philosophers 6 as well as by his account of kalam, it is Abraham 
ibn Da’ud, writing in Toledo twenty years after the completion of the Kuzari, 
who may have been the first Jewish author to take al-Ghazall seriously as an 


2 Diana Lobel, Between Mysticism and Philosophy: Sufi Language of Religious Experience in 
Judah Ha-Levi’s Kuzari, Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000, esp. 6-8,171-176. 

3 Binyamin Abrahamov, re vie w of Between Mysticism and Philosophy: SufiLanguage ofReligious 
Experience inJudah Ha-Levi’s Kuzari, by Diana Lobel, Journal of the American Oriental Society 
123 (2003): 244-246. 

4 Diana Lobel, A Sufi-Jewish Dialogue: Philosophy and Mysticism in Bahya Ibn Paquda’s Duties of 
the Heart, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007,1,14,39,119-122,128,132-133, 
144,167,171-172,175,209-210. According to Lobel (1-2), Bahya’s active writing career extended 
between 1050-1090. Al-Ghazali's period of literary creativity is thought to have begun in 
earnest with his arrival in Baghdad in 1091. See Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in Al-Ghazzali, 
Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1975,46-49. Although Lobel’s argument is persuasive, it is a bit 
confusing to write that “A century after Bahya, al-Ghazall joins the conversation” ( Sufi-Jewish 
Dialogue, 39). 

5 See Lobel, Sufi-Jewish Dialogue, esp. chap. 6,117-145. She refers to Baneth's claim in her Sufi- 
Jewish Dialogue, 1,14,119-120,144-145. 

6 See also Barry S. Kogan, “Al-Ghazali and Halevi on Philosophy and the Philosophers,” in 
Medieval Philosophy and the Classical Tradition: In Islam, Judaism and Christianity, ed. John 
Inglis, London: Curzon Press, 2002,54-80. Kogan speaks of each thinker's crisis in his struggle 
with philosophy, and that each thinker “recovered from that crisis by selectively appropri¬ 
ating a part of his philosophical inheritance to reestablish a basis for religious belief and 
action” (55). 
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important source for Aristotelian science and philosophy. His book, the Exalted. 
Faith, sought to alter the way Jews approached these disciplines. Ibn Da’ud 
is commonly considered to be the first Jewish Aristotelian, and indeed he is 
the first Jewish thinker to put forward a system of Aristotelian philosophy. The 
independent studies of Amira Eran and Resianne Fontaine, the two leading 
scholars of Ibn Da’ud today, have shown that al-GhazalTs Maqasid al-falasifa 
was one of the major sources for Ibn Da’ud’s Avicennian Aristotelianism. 7 
Ibn Da’ud apparently turned to the Maqasid, not so much for its science and 
philosophy - which were essentially Avicennian - but for its formulation and 
examples. This influence of the Maqasid is perceptible not only in the first 
part of the Exalted Faith, which deals with the basic principles of Aristotelian 
science and philosophy, but also in the second part, which deals with the 
principles of religion. Thus, for example, Fontaine has suggested the possible 
influence of the Maqasid in the first part in Ibn Da’ud’s definition of the cat¬ 
egory of ‘position,’ in his discussions of common sense, in his account of the 
incorporeality of the intellect, and in the second part in the discussions of the 
Necessary Existent, the classification of attributes, the nature of prophecy, and 
the problem of evil. 8 Eran reached similar conclusions and, if anything, is even 
more certain than Fontaine of the influence of the Maqasid on Ibn Da’ud. It 
may be added that the case for the influence of the Maqasid is further strength¬ 
ened if one recalls that Ibn Da’ud was likely the Avendauth who collaborated 
with Dominicus Gundissalinus on the Latin translation of the book in Toledo, 
perhaps shortly before writing the Exalted Faith . 9 


7 See Amira Eran, Me-Emunah Tammah le-Emunah Ramah, Tel-Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 
1998, 27, 76, 87,129,176, 217, 221, 302, 304-305, 310, 311; and T. A. M. Fontaine, In Defence of 
Judaism: Abraham Ibn Daud, Assen/Maastricht, The Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1990,11,19, 
62,65,73,82,99-100,122-124,150,192,260. 

8 See the references in the previous note. 

9 On this identification, see Fontaine, In Defence of Judaism, 262-262, Alexander Fidora, 
“Abraham Ibn Daud und Dominicus Gundissalinus: Philosophie und religiose Toleranz im 
Toledo des 12. Jahrhunderts,” in Juden, Christen undMuslime. Religionsdialoge im Mittelalter, 
ed. Matthias Lutz-Bachmann and Alexander Fidora, Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 2004,10-26, and Mauro Zonta, “The Jewish Mediation in the Transmission 
of Arabo-Islamic Science and Philosophy to the Latin Middle Ages: Flistorical Overview 
and Perspectives of Research,” in Wissen tiber Grenzen: Arabisches Wissen und lateinisches 
Mittelalter, ed. Andreas Speer and Lydia Wegener, Walter De Gruyter, 2006, esp. 100-101. 
For new very suggestive evidence of the identification of Avendauth with Ibn Da’ud, see 
now Yossi Esudri, “R. Abraham Ibn Da’ud and His Philosophical Book, The Exalted Faith: 
Miscellanea” (Hebrew), in Adam le-Adam: Studies Presented to Warren Zev Harvey, ed. Ari 
Ackerman, Esti Eisenmann, Aviram Ravitsky, and Shmuel Wygoda (forthcoming). 
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Ibn Da’ud’s pioneering work of Jewish Aristotelianism was in a few decades 
overshadowed by Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, a work certainly influ¬ 
enced by Ibn Da’ud’s Exalted Faith } 0 Yet unlike Ibn Da’ud, Maimonides had 
little patience for Avicenna’s version of Aristotelian science. To what extent did 
al-Ghazall impact upon Maimonides? Indeed, as I have elsewhere observed, 
al-Ghazall is the most famous Islamic thinker not mentioned by Maimonides 
in the well-known letter to Samuel ibn Tibbon in which he evaluates classi¬ 
cal and contemporary writers. * 11 Not only is al-Ghazall conspicuously absent 
in the letter; the fact is - at least as far as I have been able to determine - that 
Maimonides nowhere mentions al-Ghazall. It is hardly conceivable that he was 
not familiar with al-GhazalT’s various works, for al-Ghazall was the best known 
and perhaps most talked-about Islamic thinker in twelfth-century al-Andalus. 
His writings would have been known to all the philosophically-inclined schol¬ 
ars of the day, let alone to a man like Maimonides who read everything he 
could, including, by his own admission, the books of the Mutakallimun, among 
the most illustrious of whom was al-Ghazall. 12 

Maimonides certainly knew al-Ghazali’s works, although exactly how 
many of them is difficult to say. The truth is that it is only in the past decades 
that scholars have begun examining anew and in earnest the influence of 
al-Ghazall on medieval Jewish thinkers, and although most of the effort has 
gone toward uncovering his influence on Maimonides, there is still much to 
do. The spur for this renewed Quellenforschung was no doubt Shlomo Pines’ 
classic study, one half century ago, of the philosophic sources of the Guide of 


10 On the influence of Ibn Da’ud on Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, see Eran, 
Me-Emunah Tammah le-Emunah Ramah, esp. 20-21, 26-27,162-163, 250-251; Fontaine, 
In Defence of Judaism, 5; and Resianne Fontaine, “Was Maimonides an Epigone?” Studia 
Rosenthaliana 40 (2007-8): 9-26. 

11 See my “Did Maimonides’ Letter to Samuel Ibn Tibbon Determine Which Philosophers 
Would Be Studied by Later Jewish ThmkersTJewish Quarterly Review 83 (1992): 51-70, esp. 
60, and id., “Alghazali and Maimonides and Their Books of Knowledge,” in Be’erot Yitzhak: 
Studies in Memory of Isadore Twersky, ed. Jay M. Harris, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 2005, 99-117, esp. 99-100. Note, however, the variant reading in one of 
the Oxford manuscripts of the letter, recorded by I. Shailat in the apparatus to his edition 
of the letter in his Iggerot ha-Rambam, Ma'aleh Adumim - Jerusalem: Shailat Publishing, 
1995, vol. 2, 553, n. 19: “And Abu Hamid was the exalted of the scholars of Islam.” On the 
tendency of the scribe of this manuscript to alter the text, see ibid., 553-554, n. 27. 

12 See especially Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines, Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1963, 1, 71,178-180. It is probable that he became familiar 
with al-Ghazali’s writings while he was still in the Maghrib. Al-Ghazali’s various writings 
would presumably have been even more accessible in Egypt 
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the Perplexed . 13 Pines did not give al-Ghazall his own heading or subsection as 
he did the Islamic Aristotelians and others, but he did devote five pages to him 
of his seven-page discussion of the influence of kaldm. Pines seemed almost 
exclusively focused on the possible influence of the Tahafut al-falasifa on the 
Guide, and suggested evidence for this influence. In particular, he mentioned 
the antithesis in Maimonides between the God of religion Who possesses a 
free will through which He can transcend the order of nature, and the God 
of Aristotle and his followers Who of necessity acts in accordance with that 
order; and pointed to its roots in al-Ghazalfs conception of the nature of the 
divine will, which is reflected, according to him, in Guide n, 18. Pines’ conclu¬ 
sion was that “no absolutely certain answer can be given to it; however the 
probabilities are that at the time of the writing of the Guide Maimonides had 
read the celebrated work.” 14 In the past two decades, scholars such as Hava 
Lazarus-Yafeh, Herbert Davidson, Binyamin Abrahamov, Amira Eran, Charles 
Manekin - and I may add my own name - have noted similarities between 
al-Ghazall’s teachings and those of Maimonides in the Guide, or - in a few 
cases - argued for the direct influence of al-Ghazall upon the Guide with regard 
to particular points. 15 Among the subjects of influence noted are the idea of 
particularization ( takhsls ), the treatment of knowledge of God, creation of the 


13 Ibid., Translator's introduction, Ivii-cxxxiv. 

14 Ibid., Translator's introduction, cxxvi-cxxx (quotation on cxxvii). 

15 For these references and others, see Harvey, “Alghazali and Maimonides,” 100-103. In addi¬ 
tion, see Chales H. Manekin, “Divine Will in Maimonides' Later Writings,” Maimonidean 
Studies 5 (2008): 207-209. Manekin focuses on certain parallels between the discussion 
of creation/eternity in the Guide n, 25 and al-Ghazali’s Fada’ih al-batiniyya. He notes the 
similarity between the two texts regarding the rules of interpretation of Scripture when 
the plain meaning is demonstrated to be false. What is more striking is his suggestion 
that Maimonides’ statement there - that belief in the eternity of the world as Aristotle 
conceives it “destroys the law in its principle, necessarily gives the lie to every miracle, and 
reduces to inanity all the hopes and threats that the Law has held out, unless - by God! - 
one interprets the miracles figuratively also, as was done by the Islamic internalists [ahl 
al-batin ]; this, however, would result in some sort of crazy imaginings [hadhaydn]" {Guide, 
11, 25, 328) - may have been influenced by Fada’ih al-batincyya. In that work, al-Ghazall 
also refers to the crazy imaginings or hadhaydn of the batiniyya, precisely in connection 
with their allegorical interpretations of the miracles of the Qur'an. Now Maimonides, in 
his various writings, does not refer only to the hadhaydn of the internalists, but as Sarah 
Stroumsa has showed in several studies, uses the term to describe several different people 
and groups of people (see, e.g., Sarah Stroumsa, Maimonides in Flis World: Portrait of a 
Mediterranean Thinker, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009,138-152). But in this 
passage from the Guide, the term appears, as in al-Ghazall, in connection with the inter¬ 
pretation of miracles of the internalists. 
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world, the World-to-Come and spiritual pleasures, the passionate love (‘ ishq ) 
of God, and al-Ghazall’s attempt to reconcile Islam and Sufism. The suggested 
texts of al-Ghazall are the Tahafut, the Maqasid, and the Ihya\ Avner Giladi 
has even argued that the very title of the Guide, Dalalat al-ha’irin, is borrowed 
from al-Ghazall’s Ihyd ’, 16 where the words dalil al-mutahayyirln (“the guide 
of the perplexed”) occur at least twice, each time as an attribute of God. Yet, 
although the evidence is mounting for al-Ghazall’s influence on the Guide, 
little attempt has been made to investigate the extent of the parallels and simi¬ 
larities between al-Ghazali’s philosophical thought and that of Maimonides. 17 
Some scholars are beginning to point at the direction such a study may take. 
Davidson, for example, has recently gone so far as to claim that “virtually every¬ 
thing of a metaphysical character attributed by Maimonides to Aristotle but 
actually deriving from Avicenna can be found” in the Maqasid . 18 The recent 
research on the influence of Avicenna on Maimonides 19 has, I believe, pre¬ 
pared the way for an in-depth study of al-Ghazali’s influence on the Guide. 

If one considers al-Ghazali’s influence on the Guide, as it is presented in 
the recent scholarship referred to above, it appears that Maimonides’ primary 
interest in al-Ghazall was in his metaphysics or theology, far more than his 
natural science. In this respect, Maimonides’ interest in al-Ghazall was basically 


16 Avner Gil'adi, “A Short Note on the Possible Origin of the Title Moreh ha-Nevukhim ” 
(Hebrew), Tarbiz 48 (1979): 346-347. According to Gil'adi, al-Ghazali uses the term dalil 
al-mutahayyirin (the guide of the perplexed) at least twice in the Revival, each time as 
an attribute of God. He suggests that Maimonides may have intentionally slightly modi¬ 
fied this phrase in his title to Dalalat al-ha’irin (literally, The Instruction of the Perplexed) 
to avoid exact identification with the divine attribute. See further Michael Schwarz’s 
Hebrew trans. of the Guide of the Perplexed, Tel-Aviv: Tel-Aviv University Press, 2002, n, 
n. 19; cf. R. J. McCarthy, Freedom and Fulfillment, Boston: Twayne, 1980, xliv. 

17 One such attempt is Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, “Was Maimonides Influenced by Alghazali?” 
(Hebrew), in Tehillah le-Moshe: Biblical andJudaic Studies in Honor of Moshe Greenberg, 
ed. Mordechai Cogan, Barry L. Eichler, and Jeffrey H. Tigay, Winona Lake, Indiana: 
Eisenbrauns, 1997,163-169. Some general similarities between al-Ghazali’s Deliverance 
from Error and the Guide were discussed by Vincenzo M. Poggi in his study of the 
Deliverance, Un classico della spiritualita Musulmana, Rome: Libreria dell’Universita 
Gregoriana, 1967, chap. 6, 103-136. See McCarthy’s summary of this discussion in his 
Freedom and Fulfillment, xliii-v. 

18 Herbert A, Davidson, Moses Maimonide: the Man andHis Works, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005,104. 

19 On the influence of Avicenna on Maimonides, see Steven Harvey, “Avicenna’s Influence 
on Jewish Thought: Some Reflections,” in Avicenna and his Legacy: A Golden Age of Science 
and Philosophy, ed. Y. Tzvi Langermann, Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2009, 327-340, esp. 
333-335, and the literature cited there. In particular, see Warren Zev Harvey, “Maimonides’ 
Avicennianism,” Maimonidean Studies 5 (2008): 107-119. 
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for the same reasons as it now appears he was interested in Avicenna. 20 It must 
be added, however, that Maimonides was also interested in al-Ghazall’s Ihya 3 , 
that is in al-Ghazall, the religious scholar, in ways in which he was not inter¬ 
ested in Avicenna. In this connection, I wish to mention as illustrations Eran’s 
article on the influence of the Ihya’ and perhaps other writings of al-Ghazall 
on Maimonides’ discussion of spiritual rewards and pleasures in the introduc¬ 
tion to the section called Heleq in his Commentary on the Mishnah ; and my own 
study on the influence of the Kitab al- "Ilm of the Ihya 3 on Maimonides’ Book of 
Knowledge in his monumental code, the Mishneh Torah 21 This latter study fol¬ 
lowed the lead of Boaz Cohen and Franz Rosenthal. Cohen in a 1934 article had 
claimed Maimonides “was able to produce such a remarkable Code because he 
brought to it a mind thoroughly trained in the law and theology of the Arabs.” 22 
For Rosenthal, most of the contents of Maimonides’ Book of Knowledge “can be 
read as a summary in miniature of al-Ghazzall’s [s/c] Ihya ”.” 23 This influence 
of al-Ghazall on Maimonides’ legal writings probably escaped the attention of 
the post-Maimonidean Jewish philosophers who did not read Arabic and who 
were not interested in al-Ghazall as a legal scholar, some of whom were quite 
convinced of al-Ghazall’s influence on Maimonides’ philosophical teachings. 
They were, as we shall see, for the most part, interested in al-Ghazall as a phi¬ 
losopher and/or as a critic of philosophy. Nonetheless, for a complete picture of 
the impact of al-Ghazall on Maimonides, further research on the influence of 


20 See, e.g., Harvey, “Avicenna's Influence,” 333-335; Harvey, “Maimonides' Avicennianism”; 
and Idit Dobbs-Weinstein, “Maimonides’ Reticence toward Ibn Sina,” Avicenna and His 
Heritage, ed. Jules Janssens and Daniel De Smet, Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2002, 
285-6. 

21 Amira Eran, “Al-Ghazali and Maimonides on the World to Come and Spiritual Pleasures,” 
Jewish Studies Quarterly 8 (2001): 137-166, and Harvey, “Alghazali and Maimonides” (above, 
n. n). See further, Frederek Musall, “‘Bucher der Erkenntnis’: Einige Uberlegungen zum 
Einfluss Al-Gazalls auf Maimonides,” Transkulturelle Verflechtungen im mittelalterlichen 
JahrtausencL Europa, Ostasien undAfrika, ed. Michael Borgolte and Matthias M. Tischler, 
Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2012,241-256. 

22 Boaz Cohen, “The Classification of the Law in the Mishneh Torah,” Jewish Quarterly 
Review 25 (1934-5): 529. Cohen continues: “and vigorously disciplined by their philosophy 
and science.” For Cohen, Maimonides' idea to write the Book of Knowledge was “suggested 
to him undoubtedly” by Muslim sources (530). Cohen notes in passing that “a study of the 
Ihya with special reference to Maimonides would bring to light a number of interesting 
parallels” (531, n. 47). 

23 Franz Rosenthal, Knowledge. Triumphant: The Concept of Knowledge in Medieval Islam, 
Leiden: Brill, 1970,95-6. Rosenthal concludes: “It is obvious that his ‘Book of Knowledge,' 
occurring as it does at the beginning of the Law Code, owes its title, its being, and its place 
to the attitude of Muslim civilization toward ‘knowledge’ and the trends and develop¬ 
ments described in this chapter.” 
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al-Ghazall’s legal teachings upon Maimonides, such as that of Gideon Leibson 
over the past two decades, is needed. 24 

By the time of Maimonides’ death in 1204/600, and as a direct result of the 
changing political landscape in the West, Hebrew was already replacing Arabic 
as the language of philosophy among the Jews. While some Jews continued to 
read al-Ghazall in Arabic, particularly in the East, 25 it is in Hebrew translation 
that al-Ghazall made his impact on later Jewish thought. Despite Maimonides’ 
silence on al-Ghazall, several works of al-Ghazall were translated in the thir¬ 
teenth and fourteenth centuries into Hebrew. By far, the most important of 
these was the Maqasid al-falasifa, which was translated at least twice and also 
summarized and commented upon. As was mentioned above, it is extant today 
in over seventy-five Hebrew manuscripts. 26 The Tahdfut al-falasifa was not 


24 On the influence of Islamic law on Maimonides, see, e.g., Gideon Leibson, “Parallels 
Between Maimonides and Islamic Law,” in The Thought of Moses Maimonides, ed. Ira 
Robinson, Lawrence. Kaplan, Julien Bauer, Lewiston, New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1990, 
209-48, and Joel Kraemer, “The Influence of Islamic Law on Maimonides: The Case of the 
Five Qualifications,” Te’udah 10 (1996): 225-44. 

25 A good example is Ibn Kammuna. On Ibn Kammuna’s use of several texts of al-Ghazall, 
see Reza Pourjavady and Sabine Schmidtke, AJewish Philosopher of Baghdad: 1zz al-Dawla 
ibn Kammuna (d 683/1284) and His Writings, Leiden: Brill, 2006,26. For another example, 
see Joav Avtalion, “A Comparative Study: Abraham Maimonides' Kitab Kijdyat at-'abidin 
and Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazalfs Ihya’ 'ulum ad-din" (Hebrew), Ph.D. diss., Bar- 
Ilan University, 2011. This interest of Maimonides' descendants in al-Ghazalfs Ihya’ is 
evident as well in David 11 Maimonides, the last known member of the Maimonidean 
dynasty. See, e.g., Paul Fenton, “The Literary Legacy of David ben Joshua, Last of the 
Maimonidean Negidim ,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 75 (1984-1985): 1-56, on 32. For a 
later example of al-Ghazalfs influence, see David R. Blumenthal, The Commentary of 
R. Hoter ben Shelomo to the Thirteen Principles of Maimonides, Leiden: Brill, 1974,13-14. Of 
course, some Jews continued to read al-Ghazall in Arabic in the West as well, e.g., Moses 
ben Joseph Ha-Levi in the 13th century and Joseph ben Abraham ibn Waqar in the 14th 
century. See, e.g., Georges Vajda, Recherches sur la philosophic et la kabbale dans la pensee 
jucve duMoyenAge (Paris: Mouton & Co, 1962), 128,132,204-206,268-271,283,295. For an 
early example of the influence of the Ihya’ in Arabic upon a post-Maimonidean Jewish 
thinker in the West, see Nahem Ilan, “Fragments of al-Ghazalfs Theory Related to Speech 
in the Commentary on Avot by Rabbi Israel Israeli of Toledo” (Hebrew), in The Intertwined 
Worlds of Islam: Essays in Memory of Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, ed. Nehemia Levtzion et al. 
(Jerusalem, 2002), 20-58. 

26 On the Hebrew translations of Maqasid al-falasifa, and the early reception history of these 
translations, see Steven Harvey, “Why Did Fourteenth-Century Jews Turn to Alghazali’s 
Account of Natural Science?” Jewish Quarterly Review 91 (2001): 359-376. It now seems 
unlikely to me that the third Hebrew translation of the book, the one by the anonymous 
translator, is indeed a separate independent translation. The relation between that 
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translated until the end of the fourteenth or beginning of the fifteenth cen¬ 
tury, but was well known through the earlier translation of Averroes’ Tahafut 
at-tahajut. These were the primary texts through which post-Maimonidean 
Jewish philosophers knew al-Ghazall, and they will be the focus of the discus¬ 
sion that follows on al-Ghazall’s impact on medieval Jewish thought. Mention, 
however, must be made of four other works: 27 (1) Abraham ibn Hasdai trans¬ 
lated al-Ghazall’s early ethical treatise, Mlzan al-’amat, into Hebrew in the 
thirteenth century. This translation, Mozne Sedeq, was edited and published 
in 1839, and was prefaced with an introduction by Ibn Hasdai filled with praise 
for al-Ghazall. 28 Early twentieth century scholarship has argued for the influ¬ 
ence of the Mlzan aL-'amal in Arabic on Abraham ibn Ezra and Ibn Da’ud. I 
have shown its influence also on Joseph ibn Aqnin, a younger contemporary 
of Maimonides, in his Tibb an-nujus as-sallma . 29 (2) Jacob ben Makhir trans¬ 
lated al-Ghazall’s logical treatise, Mi’yar al-’ilm, in the thirteenth-century, and 
this text too had some influence on Jewish readers. 30 (3) As for the Hebrew 
translations of Mishkat al-anwar, one may consult Scott Girdner’s paper in 
the present volume. In this paper, Girdner also suggests the possible influence 
of the final sections of Mishkat on the seventh chapter of Maimonides’ Eight 
Chapters. The Mishkat is an Islamic religious text. Why were medieval Jews so 
interested in it? 31 It was, after all, translated twice! In addition to Girdner, these 


translation and the one by Judah ben Solomon Nathan needs to be explored further. 
On the many commentaries on this work, see Moritz Steinschneider, Die hebraischen 
Ubersetzungen des Mittelalters und dieJuden als Dolmetscher, Berlin: Kommissionsverlag 
des Bibliographischen Bureaus, 1893,311-326. 

27 On a partial Hebrew translation of the Ihya‘ 'ulum ad-din, see Fenton, “Literary Legacy,” 32, 
n - 39- 

28 See Mlzan aL-'amal: Compendium doctrinae ethicae, auctore Al-Gazali Tusensi. .., Hebrew 
trans. ed. Jacob Goldenthal, Leipzig: Gebhardt & Reisland, 1839,3-4. 

29 See, e.g. Jewish Encyclopedia, s.v. “Ghazali, Abu Hamid Mohammed ibn Mohammed al-.” 
On the influence on Ibn 'Aqnin, see Harvey, “Alghazali and Maimonides,” 115-117, esp. n. 

30 Ben Makhir apparently thought he was translating a work by Averroes. On the influence 
of this work on Moses Narboni, see Alfred Ivry’s contribution, “Al-Ghazall, Averroes and 
Moshe Narboni: Conflict and Conflation,” in the present volume. On the Hebrew transla¬ 
tion and on the wider influence of the Mi'yar al-'ilm on Jewish authors, see Mauro Zonta, 
“Fonti antiche e medievali della logica ebraica nella Provenza del Trecento,” Medioevo: 
Rcvista di storia dellafilosofia medievale 23 (1997): 515-594, esp. 566-567. 

31 It may be observed here that while Mishkat al-anwar is indeed an Islamic religious text, 
it is not without philosophic and general religious interest On the philosophical aspects 
of the veil section, see Frank Griffel, “Al-Ghazall’s Cosmology in the Veil Section of His 
Mishkat al-Anwar’,’ in Langermann, Avicenna and his Legacy (above, n. 19), 27-49. There 
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questions are addressed by Erez Tsabari, who prepared editions of part three 
of the two Hebrew translations of Mishkat, and is particularly interested in 
their influence on Jewish thought. 32 (4) Finally, mention must be made of 
the Hebrew version of the Ajwiba attributed to al-Ghazall, which is extant in 
eleven manuscripts! 33 Why was this text so popular among medieval Jews? 
Tzvi Langermann has been intrigued by the Hebrew Ajwiba for many years 
and has recently published an important study of it. 34 Langermann addresses 
the question why the treatise, translated by Isaac ben Nathan of Cordoba, was 
apparently so popular in Hebrew, despite the fact that the translation was 
done in what he characterizes as “an extremely difficult style, [where] some 
passages of the Hebrew version of the Ajwiba are simply impenetrable.” 35 
Langermann’s “chief thesis” is that the work “is a coherent text that conveys 
a clear line of thought, taking an unambiguous stance on some key issues of 
concern to al-Ghazall, to Muslims, and to monotheists in general,” which is the 
reason it was so popular among Jews despite the difficult translation. 36 He also 
connects this interest with a statement by Moses Narboni that a certain short 
treatise (presumably this work) contains al-Ghazali’s secret or true position on 
philosophic issues that he rebutted in the Tahahut . 37 

What then about the great popularity of the Maqasid in Hebrew translation? 
I have studied this question in two separate articles, and will simply summarize 
briefly my conclusions. 38 The first translation of the Maqasid was not made 


is a lengthy citation in Arabic from the first part of Mishkat in Joseph ibn Waqar’s Kitab 
al-Jamta bayn al-falsafa wa-sh-sharVa-, see Vajda, Recherches, 128. On the likely sources 
of the quotations of Abner of Burgos/Alfonso of Valladolid from the Mishkat, see Ryan 
Szpiech, “In Search of Ibn Sina’s ‘Oriental Philosophy' in Medieval Castile,” Arabic Sciences 
and Philosophy 20 (2010): 197-199. 

32 See ErezTsabari, “The Hebrew Translations of Mishkat al-anwar by Abu Hamid al-Ghazall”, 
(Hebrew), m.a. thesis, Bar-Ilan University, 2012. 

33 The text appeared with partial German translation in Heinrich Malter, Die Abhandlung 
des Abu Hamid al-Gazzali: Antworten auf Fragen, die an ihn gerichtet wurden, Frankfurt 
a. M.: J. Kaufmann, 1896. 

34 See Y. Tzvi Langermann, “A Judaeo-Arabic Poem Attributed to Abu Hamid al-Ghazali,” 
meah 52 (2003): 183-200, esp. 189-190; and idem, “The Hebrew Ajwiba Ascribed to 
al-Ghazall: Corpus, Conspectus, and Context,” Muslim World 101 (2011): 680-697. 

35 Langermann, “Hebrew Ajwiba," 686. On 682, he speaks of “the awkward, at times incom¬ 
prehensible, diction of the Hebrew translator.” 

36 Ibid., 682. 

37 Ibid., 683-684. 

38 See Harvey, “Why Did Fourteenth-Century Jews Turn to Alghazali’s Account of Natural 
Science?” and id., “Author's Introductions as a Gauge for Monitoring Philosophic 
Influence: The Case of Alghazali,” in Studies in Jewish and Muslim Thought Presented to 
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until the very end of the thirteenth century. The fourteenth-century Jews who 
considered this work differed in their estimation of al-Ghazall’s real motives, 
whether the work reflected his own views, and the extent to which he suc¬ 
ceeded in putting forward the actual opinions of the philosophers. Regardless 
of these motives, why did fourteenth-centuryjews turn to al-Ghazall’s account 
of natural science? After all, serious students would, and for the most part 
presumably did, find all they needed in the commentaries of Averroes on the 
physical writings of Aristotle. Indeed, leading Aristotelians of the time such 
as Gersonides, Jedaiah ha-Penini, Ibn Kaspi, and several lesser known com¬ 
mentators on Aristotle, showed virtually no interest in the book. The author of 
the Maqasid’s most popular Hebrew translation, Judah ben Solomon Nathan, 
intended it as a popular way for learning science. Yet, it turns out that the most 
important fourteenth-century Jewish philosophers who studied the Maqasid, 
and even praised the work in their introductions -1 have in mind specifically, 
Isaac Albalag, Moses Narboni, Moses ben Judah, and Abraham Avigdor - 
appreciated its easy-to-read style, but harshly criticized the text, and used it as 
a springboard for making clearer Averroes’ positions and teaching true science. 
There is little indication that the text was used - at least not in the fourteenth 
century - as Judah ben Solomon intended it. However, the abundant num¬ 
ber of Hebrew manuscripts of the text in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
argues that it did become a very popular and well read text. 39 Why? 

As explanation, I conclude with some remarks on the influence of al-Ghazall 
on Hasdai Crescas, one of the most creative and impressive of the medieval 
Jewish thinkers, writing in Spain in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth cen¬ 
turies. Virtually every student of medieval Jewish thought realizes that there 
is some similarity, if not direct connection, between the thought of Crescas 
and that of al-Ghazall. After all, both thinkers - each the leading scholar and 
teacher of his religious community of his period - used their profound knowl¬ 
edge of Aristotelian philosophy to defend their religion against Aristotelian 
heterodoxy. I have already also mentioned Judah ha-Levi in this connection; 
however, there is one outstanding difference between Ha-Levi and Crescas. 
Whereas Ha-Levi sought to attack and discredit the philosophers in any way 


Professor Michael Schwarz, ed. Sara Klein-Braslavy, Binyamin Abrahamov and Joseph 
Sadan, Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press, 2009,53-66. 

39 For sixteenth-century testimonies to the popularity of the Maqasid and its being “wide¬ 
spread among us,” see Hava Tirosh-Samuelson, “The Ultimate End of Human Life in 
Postexpulsion Philosophic Literature,” in Crisis and Creativity in the Sephardic World 1391- 
1648, ed. Benjamin R, Gampel (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 163-164, n. 52, 
and the references there. 
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he could, including his publicly revealing - by way of the philosopher at the 
outset of his Kuzari - the heterodox secrets of the faldsifa, something no 
faylasuf would ever do, Crescas was determined to play by the rules and refute 
the teachings of the philosophers on the basis of Aristotelian logic and proof. 
Ha-Levi no doubt found precedent for his betrayal of the philosophers’ secrets 
in al-Ghazali’s proclamation of the Islamic philosophers’ heterodox opinions 
and his concomitant charges of unbelief. Crescas, it has been claimed, found 
precedent for his reasoned attack against the philosophers in al-Ghazali’s 
Tahajut al-falasifa. This latter point - and more specifically, the direct influ¬ 
ence of the Tahajut on Crescas - was argued by Julius Wolfsohn over a century 
ago. 40 Harry A. Wolfson, in his monumental study of Crescas, questioned the 
view of all those who held that Crescas’ criticism of Aristotle was inspired by 
al-Ghazali’s Tahajut, and, in particular, raised serious doubts about Wolfsohn’s 
conclusions about the direct influence of the Tahajut. For Wolfson, even 
if Crescas did know the work, it was “far from being” a “predominant influ¬ 
ence” upon him. At most, “he may have borrowed certain arguments [from it] 
which he has incorporated in his own work.” In contrast, Wolfson claimed that 
Crescas “made use of Algazali’s Makasid al-Falasifah, though this work is never 
mentioned by title and no direct quotation from it can be discerned.” 41 In 2002 
my brother Zev Harvey and I published a study on the influence of al-Ghazall 
on Crescas, and affirmed Wolfson’s conclusions: the Maqasid al-falasifa had a 
marked and distinct influence upon Crescas; the Tahajut surprisingly did not. 42 

The most striking similarity between al-Ghazall and Crescas, apart from their 
common pious goal of refuting the Aristotelianism current in their day, seems to 
be rarely noticed by historians of Jewish philosophy. Al-Ghazall - or, at least, the 
al-Ghazall that Crescas knew - was the only Islamic student of philosophy who 
prefaced his critique of philosophy with a separate, clear, and even, at times, 
improved account of that philosophy. Likewise, Crescas was the only Jewish 
student of philosophy who prefaced his critique of philosophy with a separate, 
clear, and even, at times, improved account of that philosophy. But while their 
critiques were in this respect similar, there is a significant difference between 


40 Julius Wolfsohn, DerEinflufi Gazali’s auf Chisdai Crescas, Frankfurt am Main: Kauffmann, 

1905. 

41 Harry A. Wolfson, Crescas’ Critique of Aristotle, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1929,10-18. 

42 See Steven Harvey and Warren Zev Harvey, “Rabbi Hasdai Crescas’s Attitude toward 
al-Ghazall” (Hebrew, with an English summary), in The Intertwined Worlds of Islam: 
Essays in Memory of Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, ed Nahem Ilan, Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 
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them. Exactly how different is difficult to say; the conventional understanding 
of the relation between al-Ghazall’s Maqasid and his Tahajut has been chal¬ 
lenged and rejected, increasingly in the past two decades, by leading scholars 
of al-Ghazall such as Jules Janssens and Frank Griffel. 43 But even if one accepts 
the conventional understanding, it seems rather certain that al-Ghazall in fact 
accepted most of the teachings of natural science he explicated in the Maqasid 
and saw no need to refute the basic principles and concepts of Aristotelian 
science. 44 In contrast, this is precisely what Crescas sought to do in his critique 
of Aristotelian physics in the Light of the Lord. Al-Ghazall believed Aristotelian 
natural science was essentially true and, as such, posed no problem for the prin¬ 
ciples and beliefs of Islam; Crescas believed it was faulty science and at the root 
of heretical beliefs, thus demanding exposition and scientific repudiation. 

It may be added that both thinkers made clear that they intended to con¬ 
cern themselves only with the arguments of the best philosophers of the day. 
At the time of al-Ghazall, this meant the writings of al-Farabi and Avicenna; at 
the time of Crescas, this meant the science of Aristotle and his Greek, Islamic 
and Jewish followers and commentators. Interestingly, al-Ghazall is explicitly 
listed by Crescas as one of the important authors, thus giving legitimacy to 
him as a serious philosophic authority. 45 In his critique of the principles of 
Aristotelian physics, Crescas mentions al-Ghazall five times by name. All of 
these references mention al-Ghazall along with Avicenna and as opposed to 
Averroes. 46 To a great extent, by underscoring the lack of agreement among 
the leading philosophic authorities, Crescas weakened the philosophic posi¬ 
tion, and thus paved the way for his own teachings. In these discussions, 


43 See, e.g., Jules Janssens, “Al-Ghazzall’s Tahajut Is It Really a Rejection of Ibn Slna's 
Ph\\osophyT’JournatqftstamicStudies-i2(20oi),i-rj-,and Frank Griffel, “ms London, British 
Library, Or. 3126: An Unknown Work by al-Ghazall on Metaphysics and Philosophical 
Theology,' ’Journal of Islamic Studies 17 (2006), 1-42. While I find the detailed arguments 
of Janssens and Griffel - who differ also from each other on the relation between the 
two texts - compelling, I believe there is also a way to respond to the various difficul¬ 
ties they raise with regard to the conventional view that al-Ghazall wrote the Maqasid 
shortly before the Tahajut as a preparation for his refutation in it of certain teachings of 
the faldsifa. I hope to articulate this different way of viewing the Maqasid and its relation 
to the Tahajut in a future study. 

44 See, e.g., Frank Griffel, Al-Ghazalts Philosophical Theology, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009, esp. 98-101. 

45 See the passage in Wolfson, Crescas’ Critique, 130-131. 

46 Three of the passages may be found with English translation in ibid., 218-219,222-223, and 
260-261. For an account of all five passages, see Harvey and Harvey, “Crescas's Attitude 
toward al-Ghazall,” 201-208. A sixth mention is referenced in the previous note. 
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Crescas usually favored al-Ghazall’s formulations over those of Avicenna, and 
the Maqasid indeed was a dominant source for him in working out his argu¬ 
ments. This may be, to some extent, because this text was more readily at hand 
and more familiar to Crescas than the books of Avicenna, but it is probably 
also because Crescas preferred al-Ghazall’s simple and clear formulations. 

There are other examples of the Maqasid ’s influence on Crescas where 
al-Ghazall is not cited by name . 47 In these examples too, Crescas was drawn 
to the work for its clear formulations and as an alternative to Averroes’ pre¬ 
sentation of Aristotle. Unlike the leading Jewish Aristotelians who preceded 
Crescas in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the al-Ghazall to whom he 
turned was neither the bold critic of the philosophers nor an unreliable popu- 
larizer of their teachings, but their competent representative and explicator. 
After Crescas, the Maqasid received legitimacy as an important scientific text 
in its own right, and Jews flocked to it, not in order to criticize it, but to learn 
from it . 48 Ironically, Crescas’s own physics - with its new understandings of 
such key concepts as time, space, infinity, magnitude, void, and motion that 
paved the way for the scientific revolution and the overthrow of Aristotelian 
science 49 - would not be appreciated for centuries to come. 

Al-Ghazall was in many respects the most impressive Islamic scholar of the 
medieval period, and the more we discover about him, the more impressive 
he becomes. Not surprisingly, he exerted a significant influence on medieval 
Jewish thought, both through his original texts and through Hebrew trans¬ 
lations of them. Our survey - representative, but not at all exhaustive - was 
intended to highlight the main areas in which al-Ghazall impacted on Jewish 
thinkers and, in particular, the very different ways in which medieval Jewish 
readers reacted to his presentation of Aristotelian philosophy and science 
and to his critique of it. In so doing, we have sketched the changing image of 
al-Ghazall in medieval Jewish thought. 


47 See, e.g., the entry ‘Algazali’ in the index to Wolfson, Crescas'Critique, 716-717. 

48 See Harvey, “Fourteenth-Century Jews” (above, n. 26), 374-376. 

49 On Crescas’ new conception of the universe, see Wolfson, Crescas' Critique, esp. 114-127. 
See further, Warren Zev Harvey, Physics and Metaphysics in Hasdai Crescas, Amsterdam: 
J. C. Gieben, 1998. 



CHAPTER 15 


The Influence of al-Ghazali on the Juridical, 
Theological and Philosophical Works 
of Barhebraeus 

Hidemi Takahashi 


1 Introduction 

It is fairly well-known that the works of al-Ghazali were read by and exercised 
significant influence on not only Muslims of subsequent ages, but also Jewish 
scholars - who read his works in Arabic and later in Hebrew translation - and 
Christian scholars in the Latin West. 1 Less well-known, it seems, is the influ¬ 
ence his writings had on the Christians living within the Near East and in par¬ 
ticular among the Syriac-speaking Christians. Among these Syriac-speaking 
Christians, al-Ghazall’s writings were to serve as the source of the material, as 
well as the form, of a number of works by at least one major author, namely the 
Syrian Orthodox prelate and polymath Gregory Abu 1 -Faraj Bar 'Ebraya, com¬ 
monly known in the West as Barhebraeus. 

Barhebraeus was born as the son of a physician in Melitene (Malatya) in 
1225/6 (622/3 ah). After a period of study in Antioch, Tripoli and, possibly, 
Damascus, he was ordained bishop at the age of twenty and appointed to the 
see of Gubos in the vicinity of Melitene. He was later translated to Aleppo, 
and was the bishop there when the city fell to the Mongols in 1260 (658 ah). 
In 1264 he was elected to the “Maphrianate of the East,” the second-highest 
office in the Syrian Orthodox Church, with jurisdiction over those areas which 
had been under Persian rule in pre-Islamic times. As Maphrian Barhebraeus 
normally resided in Mosul and the nearby Monastery of Mar Mattai, but also 
made visitations to such cities as Baghdad and Maragha, the latter of which 
had become a new centre of learning under the leadership of Naslr ad-DIn 
at-TusI. It was on a visit to Maragha that he died on 30th July, 1286 (685 ah). 2 

Besides his training in Syriac and the ecclesiastical sciences, Barhebraeus 
clearly also had good knowledge of the Arabic language and of scientific 


1 See, for example, the contributions by Girdner, Harvey and Janssens in the present volume. 

2 On the life and works of Barhebraeus in general, see Hidemi Takahashi, Barhebraeus: A Bio- 
BibLiography (Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2005). 
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literature written in Arabic. He actually composed a number of scholarly 
works in Arabic, including several medical works, as well as the Compendium 
of the History of the Dynasties (Mukhtasar ta'rikh ad-duwal), a work he is said to 
have begun writing at the request of Muslims and had almost completed at the 
time of his death. The majority of his works, however, were written in Syriac. 
It seems that one of the principal goals of his literary activity was a revival of 
learning in Syriac; he aimed to accomplish this by synthesizing the older Syriac 
literary heritage and the fruits of more recent scholarly activities which were 
available to him mostly in Arabic. One of the Muslim authors he frequently 
drew upon in doing so - alongside Ibn Sina and Barhebraeus’ older contem¬ 
porary Nasir ad-DIn at-Tusi - was al-Ghazall. It has been known for some time 
that a number of Barhebraeus’ works are closely modehed on al-Ghazali’s, both 
in then overah structure and their contents. In what follows I shall provide an 
overview of what is known about the relationship of the works of Barhebraeus 
to those of al-Ghazall, and shah then attempt towards the end of the paper to 
say a few words comparing the attitudes of the two authors towards philoso¬ 
phy and the secular sciences. 


2 References to al-Ghazali in Candelabrum of the Sanctuary and 

Chronicon 

Before moving on to discuss those works in which Barhebraeus was influenced 
by al-Ghazall, we should first mention those instances where Barhebraeus 
refers to the latter by name. Barhebraeus does not, as far as I am aware, men¬ 
tion al-Ghazall’s name in those works of his where he relied on him as his 
main source and inspiration. This is, in fact, very much in line with his treat¬ 
ment elsewhere of non-Christian sources, as well as of Christian sources close 
to his time, whose authors are rarely named by Barhebraeus; in contrast, he 
regularly cites the earlier Church Fathers. 3 There are, however, at least two 
instances where al-Ghazali’s name is mentioned explicitly by Barhebraeus. 
One of the instances occurs in his major theological work, the Candelabrum of 
the Sanctuary (Mnarat qudshe), namely in the fourth part of that work, which 
deals with the Incarnation and was probably written around 1271/2. 4 In refuting 
the miracles attributed to Muhammad there, Barhebraeus mentions “Ghazall 
in the Book of Munqidh” ( gz’ly ba-ktaba d-MWNQD, as 


3 On this point, see David G. K. Taylor “L’importance des Peres de TEglise dans l'ceuvre specula¬ 
tive de Barhebraeus,” Parole de I’Orient 33 (2008): 63-85, esp. 77ff. 

4 On the chronology of Barhebraeus’ works, see Takahashi, Barhebraeus, 90-94. 
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someone who considered the sum of Muhammad’s virtuous conduct as the 
proof of his being a messenger and prophet ( Izgadduta and nbcyuta). The ref¬ 
erence, however, is not a direct one to the Munqidh, since it occurs within a 
passage that is, rather unusually, explicitly attributed to Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi’s 
Muhassal afkar al-mutaqaddimln wa-l-muta’akhkhinn . 5 

Al-Ghazall is also mentioned by Barhebraeus in his Chronicon, a work which 
seems to have been originally composed mainly in the early to mid-i27o’s, and 
in which Barhebraeus regularly gives accounts of the scholars who lived and 
died during each age. 
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In this year [sc. 1422 A.Gr./505AH = 1110/1111 ad] gzz’ly, the great teacher 
of the Muslims ( tayydye ), died and was buried in Tarsus in Cilicia. This 
man greatly reproached the Muslims in his teachings because they 
cared only about ablutions and cleanliness of the body, and neglected 
the purity of the heart, [the place] from which the sins spring forth. He 
greatly encouraged abstinence and poverty, and brought forth many 
examples from the conduct of the Desert Fathers in that great work of 
his, and for that reason we have mentioned him. 6 


5 Le Candelabre du sanctuaire de Gregoire Abou’lfaradj dit Barhebraeus, Quatrieme Base: de 
I’Incamation, ed. & trans. Joseph Khoury, Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1964, 118; cf. ibid. 246-249, 
where the original passage of the Muhassal is quoted by Khoury. 

6 Gregorii Bar-Hebraei Chronicon syriacum, ed. Paulus Iacobus Bruns & Georgius Guilielmus 
Kirsch, Leipzig: Boehme, 1789, 294, 1. 13-18; Gregorii Barhebrcei Chronicon syriacum, ed. 
Paulus Bedjan, Paris: Maisonneuve, 1890, 276-277; cf. Gregorii Abulpharagii stve Bar-Hebraei 
Chronicon syriacum, trans. Paulus Iacobus Bruns & Georgius Guilielmus Kirsch, Leipzig: 
Boehme, 1789, 300-301. mss. Oxford, Bodl. Hunt. 52 (14th c.?), 85V, b3i-86r, a3; Jerusalem, 
St Mark's Monastery 211 (ca. 1491/2), 127P bi5-26; Oxford, Bodl. Hunt 1 (ca. 1498), p. 478, d2-i2. 
There is no mention of al-Ghazalt at the corresponding place in the Arabic Compendium of 
the History of the Dynasties ( Ta’rlkh mukhtasar ad-duwal li-l-'allama Ghrighuriyus Abi l-Faraj 
b. Ahrim at-tabib al-malati al-ma’ruf bi-Ibn al-'Ibri, ed. Antun Salhanr, Beirut: Dar ar-Ra’id 
al-Lubnam, 1983, 346; cf. Ada Rosanna Marino, “Confronto tra il Ta’rih muhtasar ad-duwal 
e il Chonicon Syriacum di Abu 1-Farag Ibn al-Tbri (Barebreo),” Diss., Universita degli studi 
di Venezia Ca Foscari, 2002/3, 67). As an earlier discussion of the passage of the Chronicon, 
see Herman G. B. Teule, “Barhebraeus’ Ethicon, al-Ghazalt and Ibn Stna,” Islamochristiana 18 
(1992): 73-86, here 75-76. 
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Al-Ghazall’s name is written here (unlike in the passage of the Candelabrum 
mentioned above) with two zayns in the two principal editions of the work as 
well as the manuscripts I have had access to. 7 The editions and manuscripts, 
rather disconcertingly, also place al-Ghazall’s death in Tarsus (trsws), rather 
than the historically-accurate Tus (tws). The “great work” in which al-Ghazall 
discussed the “conduct of the Desert Fathers” must be the Ibya’ 'ulum ad-din, 
which, as we shall see, was used by Barhebraeus as the principal source of 
one of his works. Given what we now know of Barhebraeus’ dependence on 
al-Ghazall, the passage here is both inaccurate and surprisingly brief, espe¬ 
cially when compared, for example, with the biographical accounts in the 
same work of Ibn Sina and Nasir ad-DIn at-TusI, two other Muslim authors 
whose works were used extensively as sources by Barhebraeus. 8 It may be that 
the brevity and inaccuracy are due to the sources used by Barhebraeus, but it 
may also be that Barhebraeus was not yet very familiar with al-Ghazall’s works 
when he wrote this passage; and it was only later, in the latter half of the 1270’s, 
that he came to read them in greater depth. 


3 Dependence of the Book of Directions on Kitab al-Wajiz 

One area in which Barhebraeus made use of al-Ghazall as a principal source of 
the material for his work was that of jurisprudence. As the leader of a minor¬ 
ity Christian community within a Muslim-majority society, Barhebraeus was 
required to adjudicate not only ecclesiastical matters but also civil cases 
internal to the community under his jurisdiction. Out of the forty chapters 
in his legal handbook, the Book of Directions (Ktaba d-huddaye, Nomocanon), 
which may have been written in the mid- to late 1270’s, the first eight deal 
with canon law (including matrimonial law), while the remaining thirty-two 
are concerned with civil law. 9 Although there are other lawbooks in Syriac 


7 The name is written as a single word in the manuscripts. It is written as two separate words 
(GZZ 7,y) in the edition by Bruns and Kirsch (“Gazaz Ali” in the Latin translation) and, no 
doubt following them, by Bedjan; evidently unaware of the identity of the person behind the 
name, Bedjan then went on to suggest an emendation of ’ly to 7,y (whence “Ghazaz c Ali” in 
the English translation by Budge). 

8 See, respectively, Gregorii Barhebrcei Chronicon syriacum [ed. Bedjan], 219-221 and 529. 

9 Syriac text in Nomocanon Gregorii Barhebrcei, ed. Paulus Bedjan, Paris-Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 
1898, and Nomocanon of Bar-Hebraeus, ed. Yuliyos Yeshu' (Jigek, Glane-Losser: Bar Hebraeus 
Verlag, 1986. Latin translation byjoseph Aloysius Assemanus in Scriptorum veterum nova coL- 
lectio, vol. 10, ed. A. M[aius], Rome: Collegium Urbanum, 1838, part 2,1-268. 
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covering civil law, 10 this is by far the longest of such compilations composed 
in Syriac. Tracing their origins to communities which arose out of the schisms 
within the Roman Empire in late Antiquity and which soon found them¬ 
selves under Muslim rule, the Syriac-speaking Christian churches, including 
the Syrian Orthodox Church to which Barhebraeus belonged, never had state 
apparatuses with which they were closely linked. A number of legal texts going 
back to late Antiquity have survived in Syriac, including the so-called “Syro- 
Roman Lawbook,” but by the thirteenth century these texts would have been 
inadequate for covering the civil cases Barhebraeus and his colleagues in the 
episcopate had to deal with. It is clear that in writing the latter parts of his Book 
of Directions Barhebraeus had to have recourse to sources outside the Syriac 
tradition, and it was inevitably to the lawbooks of his Islamic neighbours, with 
whom and under whose rule the Syrian Christians lived, that Barhebraeus 
turned. The close similarity of both the overall structure and the contents of 
the civil law part of the Book of Directions to those of al-Wajlzfifiqh madhhab 
al-Imdm ash-Sh.dfi.% the third in length of the four handbooks of ShafiT law 
composed by al-Ghazall, was indicated some time ago by Nallino. * 11 In a recent 
study, Khadra tells us that materials present in the Book of Directions but not 
in the Wajlz are to be found in al-Waslt fi l-madhhab, the second longest of 
al-Ghazall’s four handbooks, 12 suggesting either that the civil law part of the 
Book of Directions is based on this latter work rather than the Wajlz, or that 
Barhebraeus, while using the Wajlz as the basis, also used the Waslt as a supple¬ 
mentary source. 

The first sixteen sections ( kutub) of both the Waslt and the Wajlz are con¬ 
cerned with Islamic religious practices. This part naturally has not been used 
in the Book of Directions, and has been replaced, as it were, by the chapters of 
that book on canon law. Nallino has shown that Chapters 9 and 10 of the Book 
of Directions (on wills and on inheritance) go back partly to earlier Christian 


10 For an overview of the juridical literature in Syriac, see L. Van Rompay, “Juridical 
Literature,” in Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of Syriac Heritage, ed. Sebastian P. Brock 
et al., Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2on, 238-239, with the literature cited there. 

11 Carlo Alfonso Nallino, “II diritto musulmano nel Nomocanone siriaco cristiano di 
Barhebraeus,” Rivista degli studi orientali 8 (1921-23): 512-580, repr. in id., Raccolta di scritti 
editi e inediti, vol. 4, Rome: Istituto per l'Oriente, 1942,214-300. 

12 Hanna Khadra, Le Nomocanon de Bar Hebraeus: son importance juridique entre les sources 
chretiennes et les sources musutmanes (extrait de la these soutenue pour obtenir le doc- 
torat), Rome: Pontificia Universitas Lateranensis, 2005. The detailed comparison of the 
material in the Book of Directions and the Wasit is unfortunately not in the published part 
of the dissertation. 
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laws but also contain materials borrowed from the WajlzP The chapters of the 
Book of Directions from Chapter n (on sales) to the end then correspond closely 
in their order to the sections of the Was it and the Wajlz, beginning with the 
seventeenth section of those two works (on sales, Kitab al-Bay 1 ). 14 

Besides in the transfer of the material relating to inheritance to before 
Chapter n, there are a number of minor changes in the order, such as the 
transfer of the material from the very end of the Kitab al-Wajlz to chapter 32 
(on manumission of slaves) in the Book of Directions', a number of sections, 
such as those on warfare and booty in war, have been omitted altogether as 
being irrelevant for Barhebraeus’ Christian subjects, deprived as they were of 
their own political and military institutions under Islam. Such rearrangement 
of the material is typical of the way in which Barhebraeus treated his sources 
elsewhere. 15 

Another type of change that Barhebraeus made in borrowing from 
al-GhazalT’s lawbooks is the adaptation of Islamic practices for Christian pur¬ 
poses. For a typical example of such adaptation - already noted by Nallino 16 - 
one might mention the application of rules concerning the pilgrimage to Mecca 
to the Christian pilgrimage to Jerusalem. In the sections on vows ( nudhur ) in 
his handbooks, al-Ghazall gives a number of rules related to the vow to make 
the hajj on foot. 17 In the corresponding chapter (chap. 38, on nedre) of his 


13 See Nallino, “II diritto musulmano,” 535-539. For some further comments on the influ¬ 
ence of Islamic law on Barhebraeus' treatment of marriage and divorce in his Book of 
Directions, see Youhanna Salamah, Separation et divorce selon I’enseignement de Bar 
Hebraeus et [’implication oecumenique, Diss., University of Ottawa, 2005,172-177. 

14 See the list of the correspondences between the Book of Directions and the Wajiz at 
Nallino, “II diritto musulmano,” 542-545, and between these two and the Wasit at Khadra, 
LeNomocanon de Bar Hebraeus, 249-257. 

15 On the rearrangement of the material borrowed from Ibn Sina’s Kitab ash-ShiJd’ in 
Barhebraeus' Cream of Wisdom, see Takahashi, Aristotelian Meteorology in Syriac: 
Barhebraeus, Butyrum sapientiae, Books of Mineralogy and Meteorology, Leiden: Brill, 
2004, 10-14. See further below on the rearrangement of the material borrowed from 
al-Ghazali in the Treatise of Treatises. 

16 Nallino, “II diritto musulmano,” 554. 

17 Al-Wasit fi l-madhhab tasnif ash-shaykh al-imdm hujjat al-Islam Muhammad b. 
Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Ghazali, ed. Ahmad Mahmud Ibrahim, Cairo: Dar as-Salam, 
1417/1997, vol. 7,275; Al-Wajizfifiqh al-Imam ash-Shafi’ili-l- 'allama al-fiqhiyya al-hujja Abi 
Hamid Muhammad b. Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Ghazali, ed. ‘All Mu'awwad & Adil 
‘Abd al-Mawjud, Beirut: Dar al-Arqam, 1418/1997, vol. 2, 234; Al-Wajiz fi fiqh madhhab 
al-Imam ash-Shafi’i ta’lif hujjat al-Islam Abi Hamid Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Ghazali, 
ed. Ahmad Farid az-Zaydi, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2004/1425, 477; Al-Khulasa 
al-musamma [sic] Khulasat al-mukhtasar wa-naqawat al-mu'tasar ta’lif hujjat al-Islam 
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Book of Directions, Barhebraeus discusses the vow to make the pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem on foot, whereby he simplifies the rules given by al-Ghazali, limiting 
the possible excuse for dispensation from the vow to the case of an illness; he 
does, however, adopt from al-Ghazali the rule given in both the Waslt and the 
Wajlz (but not in the Khulasa, the shortest of al-Ghazali’s four handbooks) that 
when one rides for a part of the journey during a first pilgrimage the vow can 
be fulfilled by travelling only over those stretches on foot while on a second 
pilgrimage. 18 


4 Use of Ihya''ulum ad-din and al-Munqidh min ad-dalal in Ethicon 
and Book of the Dove 

Another area in which Barhebraeus stands under the influence of al-Ghazali 
is that of moral and mystical theology. Barhebraeus’ Ethicon (Ktaba d-itlqon), 
which was completed in July 1279 (678 ah), may be described as a guidebook 
for pious Christian living. There is no dearth of guides for monastic life in 
Syriac, but the Ethicon is unique in its kind in Syriac in that it is addressed also 
to the laity. 19 

The work is divided into four books ( memre ), dealing with (1) the train¬ 
ing of the body through devotional practices (i.e. prayer, fasting, pilgrimage 
etc., mtakksut zccw'e d-durrashapagranaya, in 9 chapters); (2) the proper con¬ 
duct for the sustenance of the body ( taqnut dubbare d-quyyama pagranaya, 
in 6 chapters; (3) the liberation of the soul from foul passions ( mestall e lanut 
napsha men hashshe shkire, in 12 chapters); and (4) the adornment of the 
soul through virtuous conduct ( mestabbtanut napsha ba-znayya myattre, in 
16 chapters). For those familiar with al-Ghazall’s Ihya' ‘ulum ad-din, it will be 
immediately obvious that these four books correspond to the four “quarters” 
of the Ihya' which deal, respectively, with matters relating to worship ( 'ibadat), 


wa-barakat al-anam al-imam Abi Hamid Muhammad b. Muhammad b. Muhammad 
al-Ghazali, ed. Amjad Rashid Muhammad ‘All, Jeddah: Dar al-Minhaj, 1428/2007,674. 

18 Nomocanon Gregorii Barhebrcei, ed. Bedjan, 475. On the parallel adaptation of the material 
relating to the hajj in al-Ghazali’s Ihya’ 'ulum ad-din in Barhebraeus' Ethicon, see Herman 
G. B. Teule, “The Perception of the Jerusalem Pilgrimage in Syriac Monastic Circles,” in vi 
Symposium Syriacum 1992, ed. Rene Lavenant, Rome: Pontificio Istituto Orientale, 1994, 
311-321. 

19 Edition of the whole work: Ethicon seu Moralia Gregorii Barhebrcei, ed. Paulus Bedjan, 
Paris-Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1898. Critical edition and translation of Book 1: Gregory 
Barhebraeus, Ethicon. Memra 1, ed./trans. Herman G. B. Teule, 2 vols., Louvain: Peeters, 
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customs ( ’acLat), things that are detrimental to the soul ( muhlikat ) and things 
that lead to salvation ( munjiyat ). The correspondence not only of the overall 
structure but also of a significant part of the contents of the Ethicon to the 
content of the Ihyd 1 was demonstrated by Wensinck, who appended the trans¬ 
lations of some of those parts of the Ethicon derived from al-Ghazah (Book 4, 
chap. 15, and Book 1, chap. 5) to his translation of Barhebraeus’ Book of the 
Dove . 20 More detailed studies on the relationship of the Ethicon to al-GhazalTs 
Ihyd’ have been conducted in recent years especially by Teule, who published a 
critical edition of the first book of the work and has been preparing an edition 
of the remaining three books. 21 

Given its Christian subject matter, the Ethicon is clearly not a simple para¬ 
phrase or summary of the Ihyd ’ 'ulum ad-din. Much of its contents are derived 
from Christian sources, especially from earlier ascetic literature. 22 Where 
al-Ghazah cites passages from the Qur’an and the hadith, Barhebraeus fre¬ 
quently replaces these passages with quotations from the Bible and the 
Fathers. For example, where al-Ghazah uses quotations from the Qur’an in 
talking about meditation on the wonders of the Creation, 23 Barhebraeus has 
a chapter “on remembrance (‘ uhddna ) of God and meditation ( herga ) of the 


20 A, J. Wensinck, Bar Hebraeus’s Book of the Dove together with Some Chapters from His 
Ethikon, Leiden: Brill, 1919. 

21 Cf. note 19 above. For further studies on the Ethicon, see the list at Takahashi, Barhebraeus, 
203-204. To this list might now be added: Herman Teule, “A Christian-Muslim Discussion: 
The Importance of the Bodily and Spiritual Purity. A Chapter from the Second Memro 
of Barhebraeus' Ethicon on ‘The Right Conduct Regarding the Sustenance of the Body,' ” 
in Syriac Polemics: Studies in Honour of Gerrit fan Reinink, ed. W. J. van Bekkum et al., 
Louvain: Peeters, 2007,193-203; id., “La vie dans le monde: perspectives chretiennes. Une 
etude de Memro n de I’Ethicon de Gregoire Abu 1-Farag Barhebraeus,” Parole de I’Orient 
33 (2008): 115-128; id., “An important Concept in Muslim and Christian Mysticism: the 
Remembrance of God - dhikr Allah - ‘uhdono d-Aloho," in Gotteserlebnis und Gotteslehre. 
Christliche und islamische Mystik im Orient, ed. Martin Tamcke, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 
2010,11-24; also Georg Gunter Blum, Die Geschichte derBegegnung christlich-orientalischer 
Mystik mit der Mystik des Islams, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009,619-710 (Zweiter Teil, vi. 
Kapitel: Bar'Ebraya: Hohepunkt und AbschluR christlich-orientalischer und islamischer 
Mystik); Lev Weitz, “Ghazali, Bar Hebraeus, and ‘the Good Wife’,” Journal of the American 
Oriental Society 134 (2014): 203-223. 

22 For a survey of the Christian sources used by Barhebraeus in his Ethicon, see Herman 
Teule, “Christian Spiritual Sources in Barhebraeus’ Ethicon and the Book of the Dove,” 
Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 60 (2008): 333-354. 

23 In the section “Bayan kaifiyyat at-tafakkur fi khalq Allah ta'ala” in Ihya’, Book 39, Kitab 
at-Tafakkur ( Ihya’ 'ulum ad-din tasnif al-imam Abi Hamid Muhammad b. Muhammad 
al-Ghazalial-mutawaffa.fisanat 505 h., Beirut: Dar al-Ma c rifa, 1403/1982, iv. 435-448. 
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wonders of His Creation.” The chapter is divided into nine sections: 24 the first 
two are entitled “discourse of the Fathers on the virtue of remembrance” and 
“on the fact that the remembrance of God is confirmed in the soul through 
meditation on his Creation,” and the last’s title is “on the fact that the mind 
is enlightened through sound meditation.” In the remaining six sections 
(sections 3 to 8) we are given a hexaemeral account of the Creation, which 
appears to be a summary of similar accounts of the events of the Six Days as 
given in two other works of Barhebraeus composed around the same time as 
or just before the Ethicon (Book of Rays and Ascent of the Mind ). 25 Nevertheless, 
a significant amount of the actual content of the Ethicon is derived from the 
Ihya\ especially those places where al-Ghazall had theorised on the practices 
and phenomena under discussion. 

Another work by Barhebraeus that is closely related to his Ethicon is his 
Book of the Dove (Ktaba d-yawna), a shorter “spiritual guide” addressed specifi¬ 
cally to monks, or, to be more precise, to solitaries who find themselves “with¬ 
out or far from a leader,” as it is stated in its introduction. 26 It is divided into 
four chapters entitled: (1) “cultivation ( puLhana ) of the body practised in the 
monastery” (in 10 sections); (2) “cultivation of the soul perfected in the cell” (in 
10 sections); (3) “on the spiritual rest of the perfect” (in 10 sections); and (4) “a 
tale of the author’s progress in the teachings and some revelatory sentences.” 
This work was evidently written after the Ethicon, and in it Barhebraeus fre¬ 
quently repeats in a shorter form the discussions he had conducted in the 
Ethicon, including those he originally borrowed from the Ihya\ 

Material borrowed from the Ihya’ in the Ethicon thus often resurfaces in 
an abbreviated form in the Book of the Dove. As a typical instance, we might 


24 Ethicon, 4.13, ed. Bedjan (as n. 19 above), 447-466. 

25 See Takahashi, “Observations on Bar ‘Ebroyo’s Marine Geography” Hugoye: Journal of 
Syriac Studies, 6/1 (2003): 77-130; id., “Bemerkungen zum Buch der Blitze (Ktobo d-zalge) 
des Barhebraeus,” in Die Suyoye und ihre Umwelt. 4. deutsches Syrologen-Symposium in 
Trier 2004, ed. Martin Tamcke & Andreas Heinz, Munster: lit, 2005, 407-422. 

26 Liber columbce seu Directorium monachorum Gregorii Barhebrcei, ed. Paulus Bedjan, 
Paris-Leizpig: Harrassowitz, 1898 [= appendix to Bedjan’s edition of the Ethicon\, 521; 
Abulfaragii Gregorii Bar-Hebraei mafriani Orientis Kithabha dhiyauna seu Liber colum- 
bae, ed. Gabriel Cardahi, Rome: Academia Lynceorum, 1898, 1; Ktobo d-yawno mepil 
duboro d-ihidoye b-karyoto men syome d-abun tubtono Mor Grigoriyos mafryono qadisho 
d-Madnho d-metida’ Bar 'Ebroyo , ed. Yuhanon Dolabani, TJmro d-Mor Hananyo-Dayr 
al-Za c faran, 1916, 1; Ktobo d-yawno metul duboro d-ihidoye b-karyoto men syome d-abun 
tubtono Mor Grigoriyos mafryono qadisho d-Madnho d-metida’Bar ’Ebroyo. BarHebraeus’s 
Book of the Dove, ed. Yuliyos Yeshu' (jigek, Glane-Losser: Dayro d-Mor Afrem Suryoyo, 
1983,1; English translation at Wensinck, BarHebraeus’s Book of the Dove, 3. 
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mention here Barhebraeus’ discussion of love. Where al-Ghazali had begun 
his discussion of love in the Iliya' (in Book 36) 27 with a section containing quo¬ 
tations from the hadlth and Islamic jurists ( baydn shawahid ash-shar'fi hubb 
at-’abd li-lLah ta'dld), Barhebraeus began his chapter on the love of God in his 
Ethicon (Book 4, chap. 15) 28 with a section on the “sayings of the Fathers con¬ 
cerning love towards God” (with quotations from Antony, Basil, Evagrius, John 
of Dalyatha and Isaac of Nineveh). In the second section of the chapter (“on 
the definition of love, its divisions and its causes”), Barhebraeus first gives us 
a definition of love that is derived from al-Ghazali, namely that it is “the inch- 
nation of the soul towards communion ( baytayuta ) with an object that can 
be grasped ( metdarkana , Vdrk),” 29 and goes on, as al-Ghazali had done, 30 to 
enumerate five causes of love, which are: (1) perpetuation of being and the 
existence of the self ( ammlnut ttuta wa-shkihut yata )? 1 (2) accomplishment 


27 Kitab al-Mahabba wa-sh-shawq wa-l-uns wa-r-rida, ed. Beirut 1982, iv.293-361. English 
translation: Eric Ormsby, Al-Ghazali on Love, Longing, Intimacy & Contentment, 
Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2011. 

2 8 Ed. Bedjan, 473-506; English translation of the chapter, with notes indicating correspond¬ 

ing passages of the Ihya’, in Wensinck, Bar Hebraeus’ Book of the Dove (as n. 20 above), 
85-U7. As a discussion of the material in this chapter, see Herman Teule, “L’amour de 
Dieu dans l'ceuvre de Bar’Ebroyo,” in Dieu Misericords Dieu Amour: Actes du colloque vm 
Patrimoine Syriaque, vol. 1 (Antelias: cero, 2003), 259-275. 

29 Cf. lhyd‘, ed. Beirut 1982, 1v.296.15: V illjilj ju» Jjo V[ jysf. V Ail 

ASl* VI jLiVl (“... that love is conceived only after knowledge and perception [idrak, 
Vdrk], since man loves only what he knows”); 1v.296.20: (_JI^ ^JaJI SjLf- *_J-ls 

dill «(_jiJI (“love is therefore the term for the inclination of nature towards a pleasing 
object”). For a discussion of the definition in the Ethicon, including a discussion of the 
term “baytayuta," derived from the word baytd (“house, family”), see Teule, “L’amour de 
Dieu,” 264-268. 

30 Ihya’, ed. Beirut 1982, iv.296-300. t 

31 Ihya’, ed. Beirut 1982, iv.296.23-24: a! l« ^ »s-Uipl ^ Ajli jLj VJ JjVI k_jj->=il jils 

^IjJj I jV Aj^ ^Ui^VIs . Ails-L^l Ij tijdiS'j 

Ifcic ij>-jll... (“Therefore, man's first object of love is himself, then his limbs, 

then his possessions, his children, his family and his friends. The limbs are loved and their 
safety sought after, because the perfection of the existence and the perpetuation of the 

existence depend upon them...”); 301.8: ® s-lij A**oij jLdVl yj Jj VI t_u*JI l»li 
» ^3^3 4) Ijj (“The first reason [why love should be directed towards God] is man’s 
love for himself, his preservation, his perfection and the perpetuation of his existence”). 
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of what benefits us ( sa'drut tabta ); 32 (3) outward beauty ( shupra barraya ); 33 
(4) inward beauty ( shupra gawwaya)', and (5) hidden affinity and secret simi¬ 
larity ( hyanuta kslta w-damyuta gnizta ). 34 In the Book of the Dove, we find a 
section on “the causes of love” in the third chapter. 35 The citations from the 
Fathers and the definition of love are omitted there, and the section begins 
with the list of the five causes of love, which, though phrased slightly differ¬ 
ently, are the same as the five mentioned in the Ethicon : sustenance of the self 
(quyydmd da-qnoma), accomplishment of what benefits us, outward beauty, 
inward beauty, and hidden similarity ( damyuta kslta). Barhebraeus then goes 
on in the rest of the section to explain how these causes relate to the love of 
God, summarizing what he had said on the matter in his Ethicon and inserting, 
at the same time, a number of quotations from the Bible, which he had not 
used in his earlier work. 36 

Beyond the Ihya * * 3 , the Book of the Dave owes a significant element of its con¬ 
tent to another work by al-Ghazall, namely his al-Munqidh min ad-dalal. At the 
beginning of the fourth chapter of his Book of the Dove, Barhebraeus gives us an 
autobiographical account of his journey through life. 37 The very opening words 


32 This corresponds to al-Ghazali’s second cause, the act of benevolence ( ihsan, Ihya’, ed. 

Beirut 1982, iv.298.2). 

3 3 This is not the same as al-Ghazali’s third cause, which is the love of a thing for itself {Ihya’, 

ed. Beirut 1982,1v.298.15: AjI is At* Jb J2J- V Alii i_*4. jl dJlill 

“The third cause is that a thing is loved for its own sake and not for the good that is con¬ 
ferred by it after itself”), and al-Ghazali treats beauty, both inward and outward, as his 
fourth cause, but Barhebraeus does incorporate al-Ghazali’s third cause into his defini¬ 
tion of outward beauty by saying that outward beauty “is loved for its own sake and not 
for the sake of something (else).” 

34 Cf. Ihya’, ed. Beirut 1982,1v.300.18: fjy A—Lil ( _ J —Jl 

(“Fifth cause: the secret relationship between the lover and the beloved”). 

35 Book of the Dove, 3.5, ed. Bedjan, 569; ed. Cardahi, 64-65; ed. Dolabani, 56-57; ed. (Jigek, 
47-48; English translation at Wensinck, Bar Hebraeus’s Book of the Dove, 51-52; English 
and French translations of the section, respectively, by Sebastian Brock and Ray Jabre 
Mouawad also in Textes syriaques. Dieu Misericorde Dieu Amour. Patrimoine Syriaque 
Colloque vm, Antelias: Markaz ad-Dirasat wa-l-Abhath al-Mashriqiyya [cero], 2002, 

36 The explanations provided here correspond to those in the third section of the chapter 
in the Ethicon (4.15.3: “on the fact that the love of God is justified in relation to all the 
causes”), which in turn answers to the section of the Ihya’ on the fact that God alone is the 
deserving object of love (“ Bayan anna al-mustahiqq li-l-mahabba huwa Allah wahdahu,” 
ed. Beirut 1982, iv.300-307). 

37 Ed. Bedjan, 577-579; ed. Cardahi, 75-78; ed. Dolabani, 66-68; ed. (Jigek 55-57; Wensinck, 
Bar Hebraeus’s Book of the Dove, 60-62. English translation of the passage also in 
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of the passage, where Barhebraeus tells us that ever since his “tender youth” 
(lit. “tender nails”) he has been engaged in the study of various teachings, echo 
the beginning of the autobiographical account in the Munqidh , 38 and this 
might be interpreted as Barhebraeus acknowledging his debt to al-Ghazali. 39 
Although the passage is a short one in comparison with the Munqidh as a 
whole, this account in which Barhebraeus tells us about his engagement and 
subsequent disappointment with the secular sciences, his spiritual crisis, and 
his final salvation through mysticism, has an unmistakable similarity, both in 
its structure and its contents, to al-Ghazall’s account in his Munqidh. 


5 Use of Maqasid al-falasifa in Treatise of Treatises 

A third area in which Barhebraeus is indebted to al-Ghazali is that of philoso¬ 
phy. Among Barhebraeus’ philosophical works, three cover the whole range of 
Aristotelian philosophy, beginning with logic and moving on to natural phi¬ 
losophy and metaphysics. The intermediate of the three in length, the Treatise 
of Treatises (Tegrat tegrata), must be the earliest in date, since it is referred to 
in the shorter Conversation of Wisdom (Swad sopiya), while the longest, the 
Cream of Wisdom (Hewat hekmta) was only completed in February 1286 (685 
ah), just five months before the author’s death. Baumstark, who quoted a pas- 


Brian Colless, The Wisdom of the Pearlers. An Anthology of Syriac Christian Mysticism, 
Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 2008,172-174. For discussions of the relationship of 
the passage to the Munqidh, see Samir Khalil Samir, “Cheminement mystique d’Ibn al-‘Ibri 
(1226-1286),” Proche-Orient Chretien 37 (1987): 71-89; id., “Un recit autobiographique d'Ibn 
al-‘Ibri,” Dirasat. Lettres & Sciences humaines, Universite Libanaise, Faculte de Pedagogie, 
15 (1988): 15-51. 

38 Al-Munqidh min ad-dalalwa-l-musil ila dhi l- ‘izzawa-l-jalal ta’lifhujjat al-IslamAbi Hamid 
al-Ghazali, ed. Jamil Saliba & Kamil Ayyad, Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1967,26.iff. 

39 Another autobiographical account by Barhebraeus, left incomplete at his death and 
called the Childhood of the Mind (Talyut hawna), is found appended to all the modem 
editions, as well as a number of recent (19th c.) manuscripts, of the Book of the Dove (see 
n. 26 above; the piece is usually found with collections of Barhebraeus' poems in older 
manuscripts). It has recently been noted that this piece is closely modelled on a Persian 
work by Suhrawardi, On the State of the Childhood (Risala fi halat at-pifuliyya)-, see Jean 
Fathi, “The Mystic Story of Childhood from Suhrawardi to Bar ‘Ebroyo: The Maphrian’s 
last Syriac work and its Persian model,” forthcoming in the proceedings of the Second 
Aleppo Syriac Colloquium: “The Life and Works of Mar Bar Ebroyo (Barhebraeus) +1286” 
(held at the Syrian Orthodox Archdiocese of Aleppo, ist-4th July, 2010). Here too, the 
similarity of the title, as well as the opening words of the piece, to its model may be seen 
as the sign of an open acknowledgement of the debt by Barhebraeus. 
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sage from the Treatise of Treatises in his Aristoteles bei den Syrem , 40 consid¬ 
ered the work as a whole to be a reworking of Ibn Sina’s 'Uyun al-hikma . 41 The 
passage that Baumstark quoted, a passage on the classification of the sciences 
from the beginning of the second part of work, does indeed look like a trans¬ 
lation of the corresponding passage of the 'Uyun al-hikma. 4 " 2. When we begin 
comparing the rest of Treatise of Treatises with the 'Uyun al-hikma, however, 
it soon becomes clear that further correspondence between the two works is 
difficult to find. I have had the occasion to show elsewhere that the details of 
the sections of the Treatise of Treatises dealing with mineralogy and meteorol¬ 
ogy, as well as the overall conception of the work, have much more in common 
with al-Ghazall’s Maqasid alfalasifa-, indeed, a comparison of the mineralogi- 
cal and meteorological material in the Treatise of Treatises with a number of 
works that are likely to have been available to Barhebraeus - including Ibn 
Slna’s ' Uyun al-hikma, as well as the same author’s Kitab ash-Shifa’ and Kitab 
an-Najat - shows that the order in which the material is presented most closely 
matches the order in the Maqasid alfalasifa, and that the wording of the mate¬ 
rial also frequently mirrors the wording in the Maqasid, although Barhebraeus 
has, following his usual practice, supplemented the material taken from the 
Maqasid with material borrowed from elsewhere (including, in this case, the 
Syriac version of the Pseudo-Aristotelian De mundo ). 43 

To provide an overview of the contents of the Treatise of Treatises and its 
relationship to the Maqasid alfalasifa, I list below the chapter headings of the 
work as a whole, as well as the headings of the sections within one of these 
chapters, together with the headings of the corresponding parts of the Maqasid 
alfalasifa. For the section headings in the chapter on the divisions of Being, 
I have also added the corresponding headings in Ibn Sina’s Ddnishnama-yi 
'AldT, the principal source of al-GhazalTs Maqasid, in order to show that the 
wording of the Treatise of Treatises more closely resembles that of the Maqasid 
alfalasifa than the Danishnama, which Barhebraeus could also potentially 
have used given what we know about his ability to read Persian. The numbers 


40 Anton Baumstark, Aristoteles bei den Syrem, vol. 1, Leipzig: Teubner, 1900,164-165. 

41 Baumstark, op. cit., 184, n. 1; cf. id., Geschichte der syrischen Litteratur, Bonn: Marcus & 
Weber, 1922,317. 

42 Ibn Sina Risaleleri r, ed. Hilmi Ziya Ulken, Ankara: Turk Tarih Kurumu Basimevi, 1953, 

13-14- 

43 Takahashi, “Barhebraeus und seine islamischen Quellen. Tegrat tegrata (Tractatus trac- 
tatuum) und Gazalls Maqasid al-falasifa,” in Syriaca. Zur Geschichte, Theologie, Liturgie 
und Gegenwartslage der Syrischen Kirchen. 2. Deutsches Syrologen-Symposium (Juli 2000, 
Wittenberg), ed. Martin Tamcke, Munster: lit, 2002,147-175. 
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below following the headings in the Treatise of Treatises indicate the folios 
where each chapter/section begins in ms. Cambridge University Library, Add. 
2003, the oldest manuscript of the work copied within the author’s lifetime in 
1276. The numbers accompanied by the letter “D” following the headings in 
the Maqasid al-falasifa indicate the pages in Dunya’s 1961 edition of the work, 44 
and the numbers marked “M” following the headings in the Danishnama the 
pages in Mu'in’s edition of the metaphysical section of that work. 45 

Treatise of Treatises and Maqasid al-falasifa: Chapter Headings 


Part 1. Logic 

Introduction: “Introduction before 
logic, and [on] what use arises from it” 

(ouso* b*joi 001 lisojo .«Js^aX yjfjDj bias-, 3 r ) 

1.1. On simple words and the five 

universals (^00 11s Vs. 

4r) 

1.2. On the composition of all kinds of 
protases and those things that fol¬ 
low them ( .m.m J <v,-a "Vs, (Lino i 'Vs. 

qn 1 qnvi , ^X.01 'Vs.o, 12r) 

1.3. On the second composition of affir¬ 
mation (Ujt Usoj 'Vs. LL-Xt yollaa 
ItajjjkasDj, 22v) 

1.4. On apodictic syllogism in particular 

(k-JLlX.j l.n.K ^gnyim.^tXoa Vs.) 

1.5. On sophistic, or misleading, 

syllogisms Vs. 

l.i. Yj jsS t-sio/ l. n . ^ma oro, 3§v) 


[Introduction] Ai'Ojls jLj 
A.Liij(D 3 3) 

1 . 1 . JiLilVl 4 ) Yi (D39); and 1.2 (jUil (j 

L^.LSlj aJ^3I(D44) 


1.3. LUiall cJ$S" <i(D53) 

1.4. LU lUaSlI (j (D66) 

1.5. jlAjJij (j-Uii <3^y <3 <y 

(D118) 


44 Muqaddimat Tahafut al-falasifa al-musammat Maqasid al-falasifa li-l-Imam al-Ghazall, 
ed. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1961. 

45 Ilahiyat-iDanishnama-yi Alai tasnlf-i Shaykh-i Rais Abu 'AllSind, ed. Muhammad Mu‘in, 
2nd ed., Hamadan: Danishgah-i Bu ‘All Sina, Tehran: Anjuman-i Athar wa Mafakhir-i 
Farhangi, 1383/2004. 
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Part 2. Natural philosophy (4or) 

Introduction (bias., on the division of the 

sciences) 

2.1. On theories common to all bodies 

(ysajt^VsX Vi., 4 lr ) 

2.2. On simple and non-compound 

bodies (^ao Uu.<s^ V>. 

l 330 * 5or) 

2.3. On the kinds of souls W "Vi., 

57v) 

Part 3. Metaphysics (62r) 

3.1. On the division of Being (h^Xos Vi. 
uaoUt OM», 128r) 

3.2. On the necessary being and the 
manner of its action ^Xo, v>. 

lo-Wo )loU, 671) 


3.3. Discourse on separation from 
matter, perception, providence, fate, 
and the kingdom of heaven, i.e. bliss 

(jlas3j,if>o .llooi )la.;Aso Vs., )lVso 
) vi m an, 84V) 

3.4. Discourse on prophecies, signs, 
visions and dreams (JloXij 'Vs., )kx-o 

) vi\ ..o poj-o )lol/o, giv) 


cf.|»jU!l (j JjVI A.Jiil(Di35); 
but the content of Treatise of Treatises 
here based on Ibn Slna’s ’Uyun al-hikma. 

3.1. j L ^0 U <j (D304) 

3.2. i- jKllj 1 »Lo>-Vl (j 

(D304); and 3.3 j 

(D335) 

3.4. JjLjVlj j 

(D346) 

2.1. ^LSI (j (D140) 

2.2. c.-»-lj Cjli (j(D2io); 

2.3 JjVl (j (D223); [2.4. 

no heading, but j* Ja i\j 

4ll*il Jl ^ Jo yi JjVl OliyS..., 

D253J; 2.5. Jy>-j 'kJiS'j 

JjSl\ 1 jlJLI (D288) 

3.5. JihJI ^ Jc Jafu U j 

Jl*ill(D37i); 3.5.2. J \y&> 

0 Jd\ J ^jU)l (0372)13.5.3. 

SjUJI (D373); 3.5.4. SjliiJI j JjSlI 
(D374) 

3.5.5. as jU )1 I5JI ti (D377); 

3.5.6. (D377); 3.5.7. 

'AkiJI (j 49 JU> (j (D378); 

3.5.8. Alii, j jLiVl Vjj j 
I4) JjS-J V (D379); 3.5.9. (j 

(D380); 

3.5.10. ju jo. ^^1 jiow j 

Jjs-jll cJt- Ji-J,_(D384) 
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Treatise of Treatises, Maqasid al-falasifa and Danishnama: Section Headings in 
Chapters on the Divisions of Being 


2.2. On the division of 

(1) Division of Being into 
substance and accident 

(firooD uMoaj t^.oS 

6 7 r) 

(2) Division of Being into 
universal and particular 

(“«<>ooi, l^S.oS 

Ul. ivi\o l.i\m\, 6gv) 

(3) Division of Being 
into finite and infinite 

001 ? 

|n. insn jlX. P> ] ) 


2.1.1. First Division. Being is 
divided into substance and 
accident (. 

cl' 

D140) 

2.1.2. Second Division. Being 
is divided into universal 
and particular (. xil* '•U-J 

jr j' 

D174) 

2.1.6. Sixth Division. Being 
is divided into finite and 
infinite (. ‘bob b—S 
jfj sb. J1 
«b*,Di 93 ) 


(4) Division of Being into 
one and many 

Ib ^mN o f-A. uoiolb* Odj, 
7 0V) 


2.1.3. Third Division. Being is 
divided into one and many 
bill bbj 
(Jl (D184) 


(5) Division of Being into 
prior and posterior 

hbo 72r) 


.1.4. Fourth Division. Being 
is divided into what is prior 
and what is posterior (b~S 
l« (Jl j; . 4 juIj 

f~t> JA l» (Jl Ij 
Dl8 7 ) 


[2.9. Examination of the state of 
the accident (J b j 1 Xj 

L r»/-,M28)] 


2.12. Consideration of the state 
of the reality of the universal 
and the particular (Jb jbii J 

bbb-, M39) 

2.16. Examination of the state 
of the finitude of everything 
that is prior and posterior 
and the finitude of particular 
causes (^b* Jb 
b—' crb"-? cs^, bJ 0 *y 

u^b j<jfcb.j, 

M58) 

2.13. Examination of the state 
of the one and the many and 
everything that is connected 
with them (Jb 

jb)X 4o- 
ebb, M45) 

2.14. Examination of the state 
of the prior and the posterior 

(cSj’-bj (_/X£U Jb JjJ’IXj 

zy cs^, ^- m 5°) 
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(6) Division of Being into 
cause and result (U^-as 

ucoU) om, 

72V) 

(7) Division of Being into 
potential and actual 

(00^. KUOOOIj 

lieu.cAc 

73 r ) 

(8) Division of Being into 
necessary and possible 
(kjsji u o«, iu^,as 

73 v) 


2.1.5. Fifth Division. Being 
is divided into cause and 
result {2yrJ\ ■ <u^li- 

D189) 

2.1.7. Seventh Division. Being 
is divided into what is in 
potential and what is in 
actuality (. a*jU 

OjJll jA U 

JjuilL jA U (Jlj, D200) 

2.1.8. Eighth Division. Being is 
divided into necessary and 
possible (syrjh ■ •oil 

{f* (i'j 

D203) 


2.15. Examination the state of 
the cause and the result (I-Cj 
*, A...aj JU 

JjLmj, M53) 

2.17. Examination of the state of 
potentiality and actuality (IXj 
Jj iSj Cjj* JU b^y', M61) 


2.18. Demonstration of the 

existence of the necessary and 
the possible {^a JU jjjC 
M6 5 ) 


There is one major difference in the order of the materials between Maqasid 
alfaldsifa and the Treatise of Treatises in that the section on the natural sci¬ 
ences, which is placed after metaphysics in the third part of MaqasicL, appears 
in its more traditional position, before metaphysics, in the Treatise of Treatises. 
This is comparable to the way in which Barhebraeus gave his longest work on 
philosophy, the Cream of Wisdom, a more traditional Aristotelian structure 
than its principal model, Kitab ash-Shifa ’, by suppressing the section on the 
mathematical sciences and adding a section on practical philosophy, bas¬ 
ing the latter not on a work of Ibn Sina but on Nasir ad-Din at-Tusi’s Persian 
work on ethics, the Akhlaq-i nasiri. In the chapter on the divisions of Being, 
too, Barhebraeus has made one departure from the order found in Maqasid by 
placing the discussion of division into the finite and the infinite in the third 
section rather than the sixth, but otherwise the arrangement is similar to that 
found in Maqasid and it will be seen that the wording of the headings, too, 
closely resembles the wording in Maqasid. 


6 Comparison of Attitudes to Philosophy 

Considering Barhebraeus’ use of al-Ghazali’s works in different fields of 
the sciences, including both those he would have classified as “internal” 
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(ecclesiastical) and “external” (secular), one question that arises is to what 
extent he shared al-Ghazall’s outlook on the secular sciences and, in particu¬ 
lar, philosophy. One of the places in which Barhebraeus discusses the secular 
sciences is the section on the division of the sciences in his Ethicon 46 In this 
section, Barhebraeus tells us that teaching ( yulpana) is either (i) ecclesiastical 
( 'ecLtanaya), or (n) secular (lit. ‘external’, barraya ), and, after a discussion of the 
ecclesiastical sciences, goes on to give a classification of the secular sciences 
into what is good, bad and partly good and partly bad, 47 which may be sum¬ 
marised as follows: 

ii.x: Good 

n.1.2: Good and necessary: medicine and computation 48 
n.1.3: Good and useful: language ( teksls) and grammar 49 
11.2: Bad 

n.2.1: Harmful for the soul: astrology (because it makes creatures the 
causes of good and bad, and so removes fear of God) 50 
n.2.2: Harmful for the body: sorcery 51 
11.3: Partly good and partly bad, i.e. philosophy 52 

11.3.1 and 2: Logic and mathematics (geometry, astronomy, arithmetic, 
music) which “sharpens, and does not corrupt, the mind” (mahrpa 
l-tar'ttd w-la mhattpa ) 53 

11.3.3 and 4: Natural philosophy and metaphysics 


46 Ethicon, 4.1, ed. Bedjan, 317-319; cf. Ethicon. Memra 1, trans. Teule, (as n. 19 above), 
xxv; al-Ghazali, Ihya’, Bk. 1. Kitab al-‘Ilm, Bab 2. FI l-‘ilm al-mahmud wa-l-madhmum 
wa-aqsamiha wa-ahkamiha (ed. Beirut, 1982,1.13-28); also Munqidh, Aqsam al- c ulum (ed. 
Saliba-Ayyad 1967,79-90). 

47 The three categories correspond to al-Ghazali's three categories of “praiseworthy” “blame¬ 
worthy” and “permissible” (mahmud, madhmum, mubah, Ihya’, ed. Beirut, 1982,1.16). 

48 Cf. Ihya’, ed. Beirut, 1982,1.16.12-14 (on tibb and hisab). 

49 Barhebraeus differs from al-Ghazall in including the study of language and grammar in 
the secular sciences, since these disciplines ('dm al-lugha wa-n-nahw) are counted, as is 
usual in the Islamic tradition, among the religious ( sharT) sciences by the latter (Ihya’, ed. 
Beirut, 1982,1.17.5). 

50 Cf. Ihya’, ed. Beirut, 1982,1.29-30 (on ahkdm [an-nujum]), esp. 29.24-30.6. 

51 Cf. Ihya’, ed. Beirut, 1982, 1.16.20 ('dm as-sihr wa-t-tilismat wa-'ilm ash-sha’badha wa-t- 
talbisat)-, also 1.29. 

52 Cf. Ihya’, ed. Beirut, 1982,1.22. 

53 Cf. n. 56 below. 



THE INFLUENCE 


321 


OF AL-GHAZALI ON BARHEBRAEUS 

Concerning natural philosophy and metaphysics, Barhebraeus tells us that four 
related doctrines are opposed to “ecclesiastical truth,” namely those concern¬ 
ing (a) the eternity (in the beginning, mtomayuta = Arabic azal) of the world; 
(b) denial of the dissolution of the heavens; (c) denial of creatio ex nihilo\ and 
(d) assertion that the Creator’s will is bound by His nature. He then goes on 
to tell us that “the rest [of the doctrines] are good and not to be condemned 
(tdbdn w-la mhayyban), but since the seeds of the two teachings are choked 
among the tares ( zizane , cf. Mt. 13:25), it is not safe for the simple to go deep 
into them, just as it is not for those who do not know how to swim to go deep 
into a swelling river.” 

The assessment of natural philosophy and metaphysics given here is basi¬ 
cally the same as the assessment made, for example, of natural philosophy in 
al-Ghazali’s Mu.nqi.dh, namely that “its rejection is not a condition imposed by 
Religion, except in those particular questions we have mentioned in Tahajut 
alfalasifa ,” 54 although the presence of the word “good” in the phrase “good 
and not to be condemned” gives the assessment a slightly more positive note. 

A similar assessment of the various branches of the secular sciences is also 
given by Barhebraeus in his Book of Directions, in the context of the enumera¬ 
tion of the books which are to be read and taught in ecclesiastical schools. 55 
The books mentioned there include the work on rhetoric by Antony of Tagrit, 
the logical works of Aristotle (including the Poetics and Rhetoric) and the books 
of the four mathematical sciences, which Barhebraeus describes as providing 
“beauty for the tongue and training for the mind.” 56 Barhebraeus tells us that 
from the Physics ( Shem’a kyanaya) and Metaphysics one should accept only as 
much as he himself has accepted in his two theological works, Candelabrum 
of the Sanctuary and Book of Rays, and only for the sake of “refutation and 
disputation against those who knew God but did not glorify Him as God 
(cf. Rom. 1:21).” He then goes on to justify the teaching of such secular sciences 


54 Mu«<7('af/!,ed.SalIba-‘Ayyadi967,83.7-9:^ t—J2JI jScI ^-ill 

chi*: j fc-, JL* j VI ^Jl dUi j£l Cbl Ah ji. 

55 Book of Directions, 7.9, ed. Bedjan, 106-107. For a discussion of the passage (with refer¬ 
ences to earlier studies), see Takahashi, “Between Greek and Arabic: The Sciences in 
Syriac from Severus Sebokht to Barhebraeus,” in Transmission of Sciences: Greek, Syriac, 
Arabic and Latin, ed. Haruo Kobayashi & Mizue Kato, Tokyo: Organization for Islamic 
Area Studies, Waseda University [wias], 2010,16-32, here 28-30. 

56 Cf. the comment that the mathematical sciences “sharpen the mind” in the Ethicon (n. 53 
above). The words used here in the Book of Directions go back to Socrates of Constantinople 
(Scholasticus, fl. ca. 440), Historia ecclesiatica, 111.16.27: touto psv EuyXtoTria? yapiv xai 
yupvaafa; xou vou (cf. n. 57 below). 
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by citing a number of passages from the New Testament where St. Paul was 
said to have quoted from non-Christian authors. 57 This addition is interesting 
in that it indicates, in the first place, that the prevailing attitude in his ecclesi¬ 
astical community towards the secular sciences was such that Barhebraeus felt 
the need to make a justification for their study. The addition indicates at the 
same time that Barhebraeus took a positive interest in promoting the study of 
such subjects in the schools under his jurisdiction. 

A further passage where Barhebraeus talks about the secular, “Greek” sci¬ 
ences is in the autobiographical passage in the Book of the Dove, which, as has 
been mentioned above, is modelled on aL-Munqidh min ad-dalal. 

I then endeavoured to apprehend the force of the wisdom of the Greeks, 
that is to say: logic ( mliluta ), natural philosophy ( kyanayata ), metaphys¬ 
ics ( alahayata ), arithmetic ( menyane , lit. numbers), geometry ( eskeme , 
lit. shapes) and astronomy (lit. teaching of the spheres and the move¬ 
ments of the luminaries). And because life is short and scholarship deep 
and wide, I had to read in every pursuit whatever was most essential. In 
the course of my studies in these teachings I resembled someone sinking 
in the ocean and waving his arms about in all directions in his desire to 
be rescued. And because in all the scholarship, internal and external, I 
did not find what I was seeking, I almost ended up in complete disinte¬ 
gration. To put it briefly: if the Lord had not sustained my failing faith at 
that critical time, and if he had not led me to look into the writings of the 
Initiated, such as Father Evagrios and others, both western and eastern, 
and if he had not lifted me out of the whirlpool of disintegration and 
destruction, I would have already despaired of the life of the soul, though 
not that of the body. I meditated on these works for a period of seven 
years, during which I despised other kinds of knowledge, though I had to 
study some of them superficially, not for my own sake but for the sake of 
others who wished to be instructed by me. 58 

The attitude taken towards the secular sciences here appears to be more 
negative than that found in the Ethicon and the Book of Directions. Barhebraeus 
tells us that he did not find what he was looking for in those sciences and that 
they were leading him to perdition. It will also be remembered that the term 


57 All but one of these quotations are found in the defence of Greek learning by Socrates 
of Constantinople, Historia ecclesiastica, 111.16.23-26 (Socrates, Kirchengeschichte, ed. 
Gunther Christian Hansen, Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1995,212). 

58 Slightly adapted from the translation by Colless (see n. 37 above). 
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“wisdom of the Greeks” is one that has a negative connotation in the Christian 
tradition going back to St. Paul (i Cor. 1:22), and Bahebraeus is probably being 
intentionally disparaging in using simple words such as “shapes” and “num¬ 
bers” (as opposed to the Greek loanwords g ’ wmytry ’ and ’rytmtyqy used in 
the Ethicon ) in referring to the mathematical sciences. 

Since the Book of the Dove is evidently a later work than the Ethicon and the 
Book of Directions, it may be that the difference reflects a change of attitude on 
Barhebraeus’ part, perhaps during those years that he meditated on the works 
of Evagrius and others. What makes this somewhat unlikely is that one of the 
last works Barhebraeus wrote was his longest work on Aristotelian-Avicennian 
philosophy, the Cream of Wisdom. It may be that he wrote this work “for the 
sake of those who wished to be instructed” by him, but it is somehow difficult 
to imagine that he undertook the composition of this magnum opus not as a 
labour of love but simply for the sake of others. 

It seems more likely that the difference in the attitude reflects a difference 
of the audience. The Book of the Dove was addressed to ascetics, who naturally 
concentrate on things other than the study of the secular sciences as, of course, 
they should. Works such as the Ethicon and the Book of Directions, where warn¬ 
ings are given against certain unacceptable tenets of philosophy, as well as the 
theological works mentioned in the latter - that is, the Candelabrum of the 
Sanctuary and Book of Rays - were written not for ascetics, but were probably 
intended for a more general readership consisting of the members of both the 
clergy and the laity; in writing them Barhebraeus was exercising his teaching 
authority as a Christian bishop. It is not stated for whom the philosophical 
works such as the Cream of Wisdom and Treatise of Treatises were intended, but 
two of Barhebraeus’ works on the secular sciences, the astronomical Ascent of 
the Mind and the Syriac translation of Ibn Slna’s al-Isharat wa-t-tanbihat, are 
dedicated to a specific person, the physician Simeon of QaTa Rumayta, who 
worked and rose to some prominence at the Mongol court, and whose nephew, 
the future patriarch Philoxenus Nemrod (patriarch 1283-92), was at one time 
a disciple of Barhebraeus. 59 This suggests that these works on the secular sci¬ 
ences were written for a more limited, elite audience. 

Recent studies have been making it increasingly clear that the attitude of 
al-Ghazall towards philosophy was more complex than appears from the tra¬ 
ditional account of his spiritual crisis and rejection of philosophy as depicted 
in the Munqidh-, these studies have revealed that he continued to be deeply 


59 See Takahashi, “Simeon of Qal'a Rumaita, Patriarch Philoxenus Nemrod and Bar ‘Ebroyo,” 
Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies 4/1 (2001): 45-91. 
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influenced by Avicennian philosophy in his later works. 60 It also appears that 
al-Ghazall was more openly accepting of the views of the philosophers in 
those works written for a close circle of his disciples. 61 That being the case, 
it may be that Barhebraeus, who, as a religious leader with an interest in and 
appreciation of philosophy, presented different faces to different audiences, 
had something in common in this regard, too, with the Hujjat al-Isldm. 


7 Conclusion 

The foregoing pages, it is hoped, give some idea of the not insignificant extent 
to which Barhebraeus depended on al-Ghazall in composing his works. One 
factor which Barhebraeus found attractive about al-Ghazall’s writings was 
without doubt the clear, systematic presentation of the material he found 
in many of them. This would have been the case especially when he turned 
to the legal handbooks of al-Ghazall as the source for his Book of Directions-, 
Barhebraeus’ selection of al-Ghazall’s Maqasid al-faldsifa, rather than the 
often more discursive works of Ibn Slna himself, as the principal source of 
his Treatise of Treatises may be explained in the same way. Similarly, it was no 
doubt the comprehensive and rational treatment of the material in the 1 hyd’ 
'uLum ad-din that inspired and prompted Barhebraeus to use this work as the 
source in composing a new type of work which had no precedent in his own 
Syriac tradition. 

Barhebraeus not only used al-Ghazall’s works to provide a structure around 
which to build his writings, but also borrowed and transferred the contents of 
large portions of them into his works. For Barhebraeus to borrow as much as 
he did, he must have agreed with much of al-Ghazall had said, and found what 
he saw in al-Ghazall’s writings congenial and convenient for his purposes. It 
is significant that Barhebraeus, as a learned leader of a Christian community, 
could borrow so much horn a leading scholar of the Islamic sciences, not only 
in matters pertaining to the secular sciences but also in matters that lay at the 
core of his religious activities. This convergence tells us much about what the 
two religious traditions represented by these two men share in common. 


60 For an overview of the recent developments in Ghazalian studies in this respect, see 
Alexander Treiger, Inspired Knowledge in Islamic Thought: Al-Ghazali’s Theory of Mystical 
Cognition and Its Avicennian Foundation, London: Routledge, 2012,1-4. 

61 See, for example, Frank Griffel, “MS London, British Library Or. 3126: An Unknown Work 
by Al-Ghazall on Metaphysics and Philosophical Theology,' "Journal of Islamic Studies 17/1 
(2006): 1-42; also the contribution by Madelung in the present volume. 
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I have not been able to do much more here than to outline what we know 
about the use of al-Ghazall’s works as sources by Barhebraeus. What needs to be 
done, of course, is to examine more closely the manner in which Barhebraeus 
used the materials he borrowed from al-Ghazall, adapting and altering them in 
certain cases to suit his own purposes. Some valuable studies have been under¬ 
taken by Teule on the changes made by Barhebraeus in applying the materials 
taken from the Iliya’ ‘ulum ad-dln to a Christian context in his Ethicon. It may 
be hoped that more work of this kind will be conducted in the future, bring¬ 
ing greater light to our understanding, firstly, of the works of Barhebraeus, but 
also, by way of reflexion, of the works of al-Ghazall, and, in a broader context, 
to our understanding of the relationship between Christianity and Islam. 62 


62 It has not been possible to take account here of the relevant literature that has appeared 
in the years between the submission of this paper and its publication. Out of such litera¬ 
ture, one might take note in particular of the following: On a reference to al-Ghazali’s 
Maqasid alfalasifa in an Arabic work ( Kitab Fara’id al-qawa’idfi usul ad-dln wa-l- 'aqa’id) 
by 'Abdisho' bar Brikha, a near-contemporary of Barhebraeus who likewise composed his 
works in both Syriac and Arabic, see Herman Teule, “Gregory Bar ‘Ebroyo and Abdisho' 
Bar Brikha: similar but different,” in Orientalia Christiana. Festschrift fur Hubert Kaufhold 
zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Peter Bruns & Heinz Otto Luthe, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2013, 
543-55 1 (here 547). On Barhebraeus’ uses of Islamic sources in his works, including those 
works discussed here, see now also Herman G.B. Teule, “Barhebraeus,” in Christian-Muslim 
Relations: A Bibliographical History, vol. 4 (1200-1350), ed. David Thomas & Alex Mallett, 
Leiden: Brill, 2012, 588-609. On the Book of Directions, including on Barhebraeus’ han¬ 
dling of his Islamic sources in the work, see now also Dorothea Weltecke, “Zum syrisch- 
orthodoxen Leben in der mittelalterlichen Stadt und zu den Huddoye des Bar 'Ebroyo,” in 
Orientalia Christiana. Festschriftfur Hubert Kaufhold zum 70. Geburtstag, 585-613. 



CHAPTER 16 


R. Marti and His References to al-Ghazali 

Jules Janssens 


R. Marti (or Martini) was a 13th century Dominican priest with Catalan roots. 
Actively involved in missionary activities, he spent some time in Tunisia prior 
to his death (c. 1286/685). His major work, dated to the 1270s, is the Pugiofidei 
adversus Mauros et Judaeos, an apologetic work for Christianity, “a dagger of 
faith against the Moors and the Jews.” The book is famous for its many quota¬ 
tions in Hebrew; more importantly here, though, it also contains many ref¬ 
erences to Arabic-Islamic sources, including the Qur’an, such famous Arabic 
thinkers as Abu Bakr ar-Razi, Avicenna, and Averroes. Most topically for the 
present discussion, al-Ghazali figures among them as well. * 1 

Although in contemporary scholarship one is well aware of this presence of 
al-Ghazali in Marti’s writings, as far as I know no detailed analysis of the precise 
extent and nature of his translations of Ghazalian texts has been made. This is 
all the more regrettable since we are in his case confronted with an important 
instance of an entirely new encounter with al-GhazalTs thought in the Christian 
Latin world. In fact, Marti introduces the titles of a few of al-Ghazall’s works 
previously unknown in the Latin world. But that isn’t all: Marti also presents 
new ideas absent in the Maqasid al-falasifa, the only work with which the vast 
majority of the major Latin scholastics were familiar. Especially in the Pugio, as 
will become evident, Marti offers - in Latin translation - quotations and para¬ 
phrases of different Ghazalian texts, among which the Munqidh and, although 
to a lesser extent, the Tahafut, figure pre-eminently. These translated fragments 
offer an intriguing picture of the ‘critical’ attitude (above all, towards philoso¬ 
phy) that is so typical of al-Ghazali. However, more importantly, Marti adopts 
in many respects the very same attitude as al-Ghazali’s in his thought, as will 
become most clear in the way he structures the first part of the Pugio. In this 
respect, a striking difference comes to the fore with Thomas Aquinas. In spite 
of there being common passages - many of which are taken verbatim - in both 


* I wish to thank David Twetten for having corrected the English style of the paper. 

1 I have been able to access only the Leipzig 1687 edition (all references will be to this edition). 
See Ryan Szpiech, “Hermeneutical Muslims? Islam as Witness in Christian Anti-Judaism,” http:// 
cas.uchicag0.edu/w0rksh0ps/westmedcult/files/2010/11/Szpiech-Hermeneutical-Muslims 
.pdf, 23-24. 
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the latter’s Summa contra Gentiles and the ‘Prima pars’ of the Pugio, 2 the basic 
demarche in the two works is quite different. In the Summa contra Gentiles the 
order of the four major parts is: God, creation, providence and revelation. In 
this order one detects the expression of a Christian (philosophico-)theological 
point of view. As to the Pugio’ s ‘Prima pars,’ its structuring is highly influenced 
by al-Ghazah’sMurajT/d/z, since it starts with distinguishing three major catego¬ 
ries of philosophers. Then, it refutes the views of the ‘lower’ among them, i.e. 
the materialists and the naturalists. Thereafter it offers an indication of what 
is valuable in ‘good’ philosophy before systematically discussing three major 
issues: the eternity of the world, God’s knowledge of the particulars and the 
resurrection of body and soul. Certainly, Thomas, in his Summa, also discusses 
these latter issues; he does not, however, treat them as a unity, but instead scat¬ 
ters them over the different parts of the work. Moreover, the Pugio, compared 
to the Summa contra Gentiles, adds several quotations, mainly of a ‘theological’ 
nature, derived from Arabic sources (above all, al-Ghazall); consequently, it 
lacks several arguments found in the Summa, most of which are philosophical 
(viz., Aristotelian) in nature. But Marti is not merely a compiler of Arabic with 
a peculiar fixation on Ghazalian fragments; rather, he is a thinker who, in spite 
of his profound disagreement with the religious belief of his opponent, valo¬ 
rizes what he finds valuable and/or valid in the latter’s writings. 

Contrary to Marti, however, the vast majority of scholars who had access to 
anything of al-Ghazall were familiar only - as we already noted - with the 12th 
Century Latin translation of the Maqasid, made at Toledo. This version was 
known in the Latin world as Summa theoreticae philosophiae and did not con¬ 
tain any preface; the preface in the Arabic editions was translated into Latin 
near the end of the thirteenth century. It is also only at that time that one 
finds the work entitled ‘Intentiones philosophorum.’ 3 Marti, in his early treatise, 
Explanatio simboli apostolorum, refers to al-Ghazalfs work under the heading 


2 A. Rodriguez Bachiller, Influencia de la filosofia arabe en el Pugio de Raimondo Marti. Madrid, 
1969, pp. 17-18 (I owe this reference to Szpiech, 'Hermeneutical Muslims?,’ p. 20, n. 38, offer¬ 
ing further references). I will not enter here the debate which of the two works has influ¬ 
enced the other. Let me simply remark that the possibility of a common source has in my 
view also to be seriously taken into consideration, given the presence of additions and omis¬ 
sions on both sides and of some striking differences (e.g., only three of the five proofs for 
God’s existence are common). 

3 For more details regarding the Latin translation see my “al-Gazali’s Maqasid al-Falasifa, 
The Latin Translation of,” in Henrik Lagerlund (ed), Encyclopedia of Medieval Philosophy. 
Philosophy between 500 and 1500, Springer 2on, pp. 387-90. 
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‘Intentiones physicarum .’ 4 This might be a scribal error for ‘Intentiones philos- 
ophorum ,’ as A. Cortaberria believes , 5 but this is certainly not the only pos¬ 
sible explanation. In fact, Marti presents the work as a single book (“in libro”), 
and in one passage he makes direct reference to the fifth chapter of the third 
treatise ( maqala ). This latter is clearly the third treatise of the Metaphysics 
proper, since the twenty lines quoted there all derive from it , 6 not from the 
end of the Physics, as Cortaberria asserted. Hence, it could be that “physi- 
carum” is a scribal error for “metaphysicarum,” especially given that the work 
is many times referred to as Algazelis Metaphysica’ in Latin scholastic writings. 
Moreover, in some manuscripts only the Metaphysics is present, while in oth¬ 
ers the metaphysical and physical parts are given together (with or without any 
title), without the Logic . 7 Finally, given the absence of any title in some of the 
manuscripts, one may conjecture that Marti derived the title from the affirma¬ 
tion, present at the beginning of the treatise, that it will treat the ‘intentio¬ 
nes huius divinae scientiae’ - besides offering some ‘physical’ ideas necessary 
for an understanding of metaphysics . 8 The replacement of ‘divine science’ by 
‘metaphysics,’ I add, is quite understandable since the former could be mis¬ 
taken as designating the science of ‘theology.’ None of these points prove, of 


4 See Joseph M. March, “En Ramon Marti y la seva ‘Explanatio simboli apostolorum’,” Anuari de 
I’lnsitut d’estudis Catalans, 2 (1908), 443-496 (text pp. 450-496), p. 494,20 (afterward abbrevi¬ 
ated Explanatio). It is worth noting that this edition is based on the only known xm-xivth 
Century manuscript, Tortosa, Bibliotheca de la Catedral, ms. 6. The work is generally dated 
1256/57 (654/55)- 

5 A. Cortaberria Beitia, “Les sources arabes de YExplanatio simboli du dominicain Catalan 
Raymond Martin,” Melanges de I’Institut Dominicain d’Etudes Orientales ( mideo ), 16 (1983), 
95-U5. P- no, note 18. 

6 One finds the following quotations in Marti's early Explanatio (with only a very few minor 
variants): 

Explanatio Algazel’s Metaphysics (ed. J. T. Muckle. Toronto, 1933) 

494.20- 21 83,11-12 

494.21- 25 83,24-31 

494, 25-30 86,3-11 

494, 30-41 86,17-36. 

In fact, these may be grouped in pairs: in the first pair, the emphasis is on the difference 
between the sensual and the intelligible and on the superiority of intellectual pleasure over 
sensual; the second pair focuses on the fact that the intellectual pleasure of the angels is 
infinitely superior to all physical pleasures. Hence, there is as a common denominator within 
all: the superiority of intellectual pleasure over sensual pleasure. 

7 For a survey of the existing manuscripts, see Ch. Lohr, “Logica Algazelis. Introduction and 
Critical Text,” Traditio 21 (1965), 223-90, pp. 232-36. 

8 See J. T. Muckle, Algazel’s Metaphysics. A Medieval Translation. Toronto, 1933, p. 1,9-12. 
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course, that “physicarum” is a mistake for “metaphysicarum.” Nevertheless, 
there is also no compelling reason to accept the alternative proposal of “philos- 
ophorum.” In any case, there is certainly no evidence that Marti knew the ‘pref¬ 
ace’ when he composed the Explanatio. As a matter of fact, Marti - in line with 
the vast majority of the scholastics - continues to view al-Ghazali as one of the 
‘philosophers’ of the Saracens, and, more precisely, as one of those (clearly 
the superior ‘philosophers’, for Marti) who identified eternal happiness with 
knowledge of God . 9 From a doctrinal point of view, the point of this statement 
is to show that spiritual pleasures are higher than sensual ones. Marti finds 
further confirmation for the presence of this idea in al-Ghazall by offering, as 
the title of the fourth bayan of the Book of Love of the Ikya\ “gloriosior et excel- 
lentior delectationum [est] cognitio Dei excelsi et contemplatio vultus eius,” 
and by construing the title of the twenty-second chapter of Mlzan (rendered 
as ‘Trutina operum’) as “quid sit beatitudo ultima .” 10 Whether he had access at 


9 Marti, Explanatio, p. 494,46-7: “Ex hiis [i.e., sayings of Avicenna, al-Ghazali and al-Farabi] 
patet quod etiam apud philosophos sarracenorum beatitudo consistit in cognitione et 
amore Dei, non in delectatione.” The Saracen philosophers referred to must include 
al-Ghazali - this affirmation forms the conclusion of a section affirming that three major 
Arabic thinkers, i.e., Avicenna, al-Ghazali and al-Farabi, have in common the idea that 
spiritual retributions prevail over bodily ones. Note, moreover, that Marti makes no men¬ 
tion of any contradiction between Maqasid, on the one hand, and Ihyff ’ulum ad-din and 
Mlzan al-'amal, on the other. On the contrary, what he quotes of these works ‘confirmat,’ 
if you will, the affirmation(s) of the former, and this is also the case with two works of 
al-Farabi, i.e., De auditu naturali (Physics, lost in Arabic) and Be intellectu. This strongly 
reinforces the impression that, for Marti, al-Ghazali was indeed a philosopher. Hence, it 
looks highly probable that he included al-Ghazali among the ‘sapientes sarracenorum' 
(without any qualification) who did not believe in the resurrection of the body, misled 
as they were by the Qur’anic description of paradise, which Marti labels as far too sensu¬ 
ous ( Explanatio, p. 393,12-5). All this makes it probable that Marti, at the time he wrote 
the Explanatio, was not aware of the existence of the Tahafut or of the Munqidh (nor, 
indeed, was he seriously acquainted with any other of al-Ghazalfs religious writings). 
Things had changed when he wrote the Pugio, since he quotes fragments from both works 
while giving their titles (and referring to other religious works by al-Ghazali), perhaps 
thanks to his travel to Tunis in 1268-69 (see A. Bonner, ‘L'apologetica de Ramon Marti i 
Ramon Llul devant de l'lslam i del Judaism,’ Estudi generali, Girona: Collegi Universitari, 
9 [1989], 171-85, p. 174). Let me add that I do not see how Marti plays up an intellectual 
division within Islam that would make Avicenna and al-Farabi (hence, not al-Ghazali) 
into free-thinking rationalists who rejected the Qur’an, as claimed by Jon Tolan, “Saracen 
philosophers secretly deride Islam,” Medieval Encounters, 8/2-3 (2002), 184-208, p. 197. 

10 The precise title of the chapter according to the Arabic original is: “An exposition that 
the noblest and loftiest pleasure ( ghdyat as-sa’adat wa-mamtibiha) is knowledge of 
God and contemplation of His blessed face and only he who is denied this pleasure can 
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that time to these works is not certain, given that he mentions only titles of 
chapters (in a paraphrastic way, in the case of Mlzan). As for Ihya 1 , it is unlikely 
that Marti had the complete work at his disposal since he seems to present 
the Book of Penitence (Kitab at-Tawba), the thirty-first book, as an independent 
work rather than as a part of a whole. 11 As for Mlzan, as we shall see, three small 
(somewhat free) quotations are present in Pugio, but the work’s title is now 
translated into Latin as ‘Statera (operum ).’ 12 It therefore appears likely, though 
not certain, that Marti was indeed in possession of a copy of this work. 

It must be observed that Marti does not limit himself simply to evoking the 
title of the Book of Penitence-, he literally presents two of al-Ghazall’s affirma¬ 
tions: (1) every society needs wise men, who, like physicians, can discern the 
weaknesses of men, and can remedy them, giving good advice; and (2) spiritual 
weaknesses are sins, and unless their existence is identified, they cannot be 
cured. 13 Herein one detects elements of a fragment from near the beginning of 
rukn 4, where al-Ghazall develops three reasons why the diseases of the heart 
are more numerous than those of the body: (1) people suffering from spiri¬ 
tual diseases are usually unaware of them; (2) the invisibility of such diseases, 


conceivably prefer any other pleasure to it”. Marti clearly omits the last part and inter¬ 
prets ‘pleasures' in terms of ‘beatitude.’ The title of the fourth bayan of the Book of Love 
of I by a’ ‘ulum ad-din is a good translation of the Arabic, see Al-Ghazali, Love, Longing, 
Intimacy and Contentment. Kitab al-Mahabba wa'l-shawq wa'l-uns wa'l-rida. Book xxxvi 
of the Revival of the Religious Sciences Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din - translated with Introduction 
and Notes by E. Ormsby. Cambridge, the Islamic Text Society, 2012, p. 42. It must be noted, 
however, that Marti does not refer to any specific book, but to the entire work, the title of 
which is given in Latin translation as' Vivificatio scientiarum] hence omitting the specifi¬ 
cation ad-din, ‘of religion,’ in the original. If this omission does not result from a scribal 
error but is original with Marti, it is difficult to justify his choice. Rather, as will become 
immediately clear from what follows in the expose, he probably had no direct access to 
the work, but just some limited information. In this respect, it is worthwhile to note that 
no reference whatsoever to Ihya’ appears in Pugio. 

11 Marti, Explanatio, p. 486, 49-50: “dicit Algazel in libro De penitential It is a well-known 
fact that several books of the Ihya’ circulated in an independent manner. Therefore, it 
looks reasonable to assume that Marti either saw a copy of this kind or had indirect 
information about the existence of such a work. The presence of a small paraphrastical 
fragment (see what follows in the expose) tips the scale in favor of the first of the two 
alternatives. 

12 It has to be noted that ‘trutina’ and ‘statera’ are more or less synonymous, each signifying 
‘balance.’ Hence they are both acceptable translations of mlzan. 

13 Marti, Explanatio, p. 486, 50-2: “in qualibet civitate debent poni sapientes, qui sint velut 
physici, qui debent cognoscere infirmitates, et eas mederi, donando eis consilium Et 
infirmitates spirituales sunt peccata, quae, nisi ostendantur, non possunt curari.” 
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namely sins, makes people insensitive to them; and (3) at the present time, 
we lack good ‘physicians’ for such spiritual diseases. 14 It is obvious, then, that 
the Explanatio offers not a literal translation, but rather a free paraphrase, and 
even that in a highly condensed form. Nevertheless, the paraphrase is clearly 
inspired directly by the text, so that Marti’s having direct access to the text is 
very plausible. 15 In sum, the Explanatio offers references to various works of 
al-Ghazall, yet, one never gets the impression that at the time of its composi¬ 
tion, Marti was aware of al-Ghazah’s genuine thought. Instead, in a way similar 
to his Latin contemporaries, he considered al-Ghazall to be a true philosopher, 
as were al-Farabi and Avicenna before him. 

The Explanatio, compared to Marti’s later work, Pugio fidei, shows at best a 
very limited knowledge of al-Ghazah’s writings hardly surpassing that of his 
contemporaries. With the Pugio, written approximately two decades later, 
things have changed dramatically. 16 Even a first look at the basic structure of the 
‘prima pars’ immediately reveals a profound Ghazalian influence. In this part, 
Marti deals with three groups that have no religious law: (1) the ‘Temporales,’ 
who deny God’s existence, among whom Marti places the Epicureans, insofar 
as they look after only pleasures of the flesh (in chapters 2 and 3 Marti will 
argue against their fundamental thesis); (2) the ‘Naturales,’ who deny any kind 
of survival of man after death (in chapter 4 Marti will argue on purely rational 
grounds for the immortality of the soul); and (3) the ‘philosophers,’ who defend 
the eternity of the world (criticized in chapters 6-14), deny God’s knowledge 
of particulars (refuted in chapters 15-25), and deny the resurrection of the 
body (refuted in chapter 26, the last chapter of the first part). It is obvious that 


14 Al-Ghazall, Iky a’ ’ulum ad-din, an. ed. Maghreb, s.d., iv, 51, 7-17 (A German translation 
is available in R. Gramlich, Muhammad al-GazzalVs Lehre von den Stufen zur Gottesliebe. 
Wiesbaden, 1984, p. n8, A 270). 

15 Note that Marti almost certainly consulted the work in Arabic, since so far no known 
medieval Latin translation of this book (or of any other) of the Ihya‘ is known. Marti 
interprets al-Ghazali’s affirmations in a typical Christian framework, i.e., in that of the 
sacrament of confession, involving especially the need for another human person, in casu 
the priest (whom he identifies with the wise man of al-Ghazalfs text). This comes unam¬ 
biguously to the fore in the introductory formula to the (paraphrastical) quotation: “Quod 
vero homo debeat confiteri homini dicit Algazel...”. Such a perspective is of course com¬ 
pletely foreign to the original text, where the emphasis is more on the lack of attention of 
people, including on the part of so-called wise men, to spiritual diseases, and, relatedly, to 
the remedies that cure them. 

16 March, “En Ramon Marti y la seva ‘Explanatio simboli apostolorum’,” p. 447 dates the com¬ 
position of the Explanatio in the years 1256-57, while he situates the writing of the Pugio 
in 1278. 
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in the last case, al-Ghazali’s famous three grounds for the condemnation of 
the philosophers - making them guilty of unbelief - have directly influenced 
Marti. As for the distinction of three categories of people deprived of a reli¬ 
gious law, it is largely inspired, as we shall see, by al-Ghazall’s distinction of 
three fundamental categories of philosophers in the Munqidh. This latter work, 
together with Tahdfut, constitutes a major source of inspiration for Marti; 
one also finds minor derivations from other works, i.e., from the Mlzan, from 
Mishkat al-anwar, from al-Maqsad al-asna and from two otherwise unidenti¬ 
fied works, entitled in Latin ‘Probatorium’ and ‘Epistola ad amicum.’ 17 

In the first chapter, entitled ‘De diversitate errantium a via veritatis et fidei,’ 
Marti affirms in the fourth paragraph that the ‘temporales’ deny that God 
exists. 18 He explicitly recognizes that this idea was expressed by al-Ghazall 
in his ‘Almonkid min Addalel,’ and indeed it is said there that they, i.e., the 
dahriyyun, the ‘materialists,’ are az-zanadiqa, atheists. 19 One might be tempted 
to correct ‘temporales’ to ‘materialists,’ assuming a personal rewording of 
Marti, as Poggi claims. 20 But no such rewording is involved. In fact, Marti has 
clearly understood the notion of da.hr in the designation dahriyyun as mean¬ 
ing ‘temporal duration,’ which is its common meaning. In this sense the Latin 
rendering of dahriyyun by ‘temporales’ is quite understandable, although it 
clearly misses the technical sense in which the term is used in the present con¬ 
text. We, however, agree with Poggi that Marti introduces a personal element 
when he evokes in one and the same breath the ‘Epicurei seu Carnales,’ for 


17 A basic survey of all these derivations can be found in A, Cortaberria, “Fuentas arabes 
del «Pugio fidei» de Ramon Marti: Algazel (1085-rtu),” Ciencia Tomista, 112 (1985), 581- 
96. Like Cortaberria, I was unable to identify the last two works. Regarding the use of 
the Munqidh, a detailed, although not fully complete presentation has been given by 
Vincenzo M. Poggi, Un classico della spiritualita musulmana. Saggio monografico sul 
“Munqidh” di al-Gazali. Roma, 1967,55-79. 

18 The first chapter covers Marti, Pugio, f. 192-94 (In order not to multiply unnecessarily the 
notes, I shall not indicate the folios of the respective paragraphs, since the reader can eas¬ 
ily identify them). 

19 Al-Ghazali, al-Munqidh min ad-dalal (afterwards abbreviated Munqidh), traduction fran- 
gaise avec introduction et notes par Farid Jabre. 2 Beyrouth 1969, p. 19, 4 and 7 (Arabic - 
the Arabic text is that of the edition by Jamil Sallba and Kamil Ayyad, Damascus 1956; in 
what follows all references will be to the Arabic text). Attention has to be paid to the fact 
that Marti here presents the title of the work in transliteration, whereas on other occa¬ 
sions he will use the Latin translation ‘Qui eripit ab errore,' as we will see shortly. 

20 Poggi, Un classico della spiritualita musulmana, pp. 60-1. 
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whom the pleasures of the flesh were the highest good. 21 In the fifth paragraph 
the ‘naturales’ are presented as another group of erring people. Again, Marti 
explicitly refers to the MunqicLh, but now under its Latin title ‘Qui eripit ab 
errore.’ He quotes almost verbatim the first half of al-Ghazall’s expose on the 
Tabriyyun, the ‘naturalists’, i.e. philosophers devoting themselves exclusively 
to the study of nature, although he illustrates the marvels present in animals 
and plants in a more comprehensive and concrete way than in the original. 22 
Marti’s sixth paragraph, once more pointing to the MunqicLh (‘Algazel ubi 
supra’), states that the ‘naturales,’ having lost all fear for God (‘timor Dei’), 
have fulfilled their basic desires as if they were beasts. This remark, which is 
indeed present in al-Ghazall, 23 makes more understandable Marti’s introduc¬ 
tion of the Epicureans in the former category of the ‘temporales,’ insofar as 
they combined moral depravity with a denial of God’s existence. As for the 
‘naturales,’ they do not deny this latter, but they do deny the immortality of 
the soul, a doctrine the origin of which lies in Galen’s notion of ‘complexion’ 
(. mizaj ). Although the fact of ‘complexion’ (but without any mention of Galen) 
is strongly emphasized in the MunqicLh as a cause of the Naturalists’ denial of 
the resurrection of the soul, Marti, in the seventh paragraph, obviously prefers 
to refer to al-Ghazall’s Tahdfut al-falasifa, a title that he renders into Latin as 
‘Tractatus de ruina philosophorum.’ 24 As to the reference, it concerns in all 
likelihood a brief passage inside the first discussion where al-Ghazall explic¬ 
itly mentions Galen’s doctrine of complexion, noting that it follows from this 
doctrine that the soul would be in matter and its possibility would be related 


21 Note that Marti in no way relates their evocation to al-Ghazall, but explicitly refers to 
Papias (of Hierapolis), an apostolic father of the second century. 

22 Al-Ghazall, Munqidh, p. 19, 8-15. Marti’s additional illustrations consist of such items as, 
for example, the wings of birds; the veins, arteries, and members in animals; or the pres¬ 
ence of the different sense faculties in them, and so forth. 

23 Ibid., 19,19-20. Poggi has clearly overlooked this reference. 

24 Most scholars now agree that this is not a correct translation, since tahdfut rather means 
‘incoherence’; see, for example, the recent translation by M. E. Marmura: Al-Ghazall, 
The Incoherence of the Philosophers-, A parallel English-Arabic text, translated, intro¬ 
duced, and commented by Michael E. Marmura, Provo, Utah, 1997 (hereafter abbrevi¬ 
ated ‘Incoherence'). For a critical investigation of the Tahdfut as a rejection of philosophy 
(especially in the Avicennian line), see my “Al-Ghazzali’s Tahdfut-. is it really a rejection 
of Ibn Sina’s philosophy? "Journal of Islamic Studies, 13 (2002), pp. 1-19, reprinted in my 
Ibn Sind and his Influence on the Arabic and Latin World. Aldershot, Hampshire 2006, x. 
With respect to the use of ‘complexion’ as the English rendering of mizaj, though it is 
admittedly archaic English, it better reflects the basic meaning than does the translation 
‘(bodily) humors'. 



334 


JANSSENS 


to matter. 25 In the eightieth paragraph, Marti evokes the third and final cat¬ 
egory of thinkers who fail to recognize the real truth, that is, the ‘philosophi.’ 

These latter correspond to what al-Ghazall calls the Ilahiyyun. It is obvious 
that for a Christian priest and theologian such as Marti, the translation ‘the- 
ologi’ was excluded. Based on the Munqidh alone, one would nevertheless have 
expected the translation ‘philosophi primi.’ 26 In his expose, however, Marti 
clearly mixes elements of the Munqidh. with others derived from the Tahdfut’s 
preface, so that the use of ‘philosophi’ almost appears natural. The expose on 
the ‘philosophi’ begins with an explicit reference to the book ‘Qui eripit ab 
errore.’ Like al-Ghazall, Marti affirms that the ‘philosophers’ have categorically 
rejected the views of the former two categories, i.e., the ‘temporales’ and the 
‘naturales.’ 27 He also mentions that among the philosophers were Socrates, 
Plato and Aristotle, and stresses that the latter has systematically organized 
the sciences, logic especially. 28 To this Marti adds that even if Plato is a friend, 
truth is always a truer friend; though this saying is not present in the Munqidh, 
it is clear that Marti has derived it from the Preface of the Tahdfut, having 
slightly modified the wording. 29 Marti opens the ninth and last paragraph with 
a remark regarding the ‘sequaces,’ Avicenna and Alpharabius, which remark, 
again, is directly based on the Munqidh . 30 Next he offers an enumeration of 
the three theses in which the philosophers are heretical, i.e., their affirmation 
of the eternity of the world, their denial of divine knowledge of particulars, 
and their negation of bodily resurrection. Marti mainly uses the wordings of 
al-Ghazall in the Munqidh, although he inverts the order. 31 At the same time, 
he clearly adds an element derived from Tahdfut, when he expresses the phi¬ 
losophers’ theory of God’s knowledge: ‘Deum particularia ignorare, sed tantum 
universalia scire ut sunt genera et species.’ Indeed, this formulation, especially 
its final part - viz., the specification of the knowledge of the universals in terms 
of their being ‘genera et species,’ - very strongly recalls the title of Tahdfut s 


25 Al-Ghazall, Incoherence, p. 44,1-2 (Arabic). 

26 I base this remark on the very fact that the title of al-Ildhiyydt of ash-Shifa’ in the medieval 
Latin translation is ‘Liber de philosophia prima sive scientia divina.' 

27 Al-Ghazall, Munqidh, p. 20, 4-5. It has to be noted that he articulates this rejection in 
terms of a proof for God’s existence, the imperishability of the soul, and of the denial that 
the corporeal pleasures are the highest good. This elucidation is as such absent from the 
Munqidh. 

28 Ibid., p. 20,1-3. 

29 Al-Ghazall, Incoherence, p. 4,7-8 (Arabic) where the affirmation reads as follows: “Plato is 
a friend and truth is a friend, but truth is a truer friend” (ibid., p. 4,14-15 [English]). 
Al-Ghazall, Munqidh, p. 20,9-10. 

Ibid., pp. 23,21-24,7- 


30 

31 
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eleventh chapter. 32 Whatever the case may be, it is beyond any reasonable 
doubt that the triple division of the philosophers, articulated by al-Ghazall in 
his Munqidh, had a profound impact on Marti. It must be observed, at once, 
however, that Marti does not take over the more fundamental distinction that 
al-Ghazall had used between four basic categories of thinkers, namely, the cat¬ 
egories of mutakallimun, batinites, falasifa and Sufis; Marti neglects, further¬ 
more, al-Ghazall’s arguments in favor of these last as the best, probably seeing 
this as Islamic internal affairs, so to speak. Nevertheless, he certainly found 
most of al-Ghazall’s remarks about the philosophers highly valuable. 

In the second chapter, in direct opposition to the ‘temporales,’ Marti offers 
proofs - both philosophical and religious in nature - that God exists. In the 
fourth paragraph, he refers explicitly to al-Ghazali’s Mishkat al-anwar under 
the Latin title ‘lampas luminum.’ 33 In the context of the argument of the 
Unmoved Mover, he mentions the Mishkat together with Averroes’ epitome 
(.Algaveim ) on the Metaphysics in order to show that God must be identified 
not with the inner moving force of the ultimate sphere, but rather with its 
cause. 34 The actual Latin formulation is not very clear, but if I have understood 
it correctly, the reference seems to be to what al-Ghazall observes regard¬ 
ing the second group of those veiled by pure light in the third part, where he 
states that the members of this group accept a mover-angel for each sphere, 
but perceive the Lord as the One who communicates motion to the outermost 
sphere. 35 Marti’s final remark that a further cause would be superfluous is lack¬ 
ing in al-Ghazall, however. 

In the third chapter Marti opposes the Epicureans, especially their idea that 
the pleasure of the flesh is the highest good. At the very end of the chapter, 


32 Al-Ghazali, Incoherence, p. 128: “On showing the impotence of those among them who 
perceive that the First knows other(s) and knows the genera and species in a universal 

33 Marti, Pugio, f. 195. 

34 It has to be noted that ‘Algaveim’ is in all likelihood a scribal error for ‘Algavemi,’ the Latin 
transliteration of the Arabic al-jawami'. If this is correct, one here finds a further confir¬ 
mation that the work in question is indeed an ‘epitome’ - there being no indication what¬ 
soever as to the nature of the work expressed in the Arabic manuscripts; see Averroes, On 
Aristotle’s “Metaphysics”: an Annotated Translation edited by R, Amzen, Scientia Graeco- 
Arabica, 5, Berlin-New York, 2010, pp. 1-4. 

35 Al-Ghazali, Mishkat al-anwar, ed. ‘Abd al-AzIz as-Sayrawan. Beirut 1986, p. 186,1-6. In 
the section in question al-Ghazall probably refers to Aristotle's notion of the Unmoved 
Mover - see Frank Griffel, “Al-Ghazalfs Cosmology in the Veil Section of His Mishkat 
al-anwar," in Y. Tzvi Langermann (ed), Avicenna and His Legacy (Cultural Encounters in 
Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, 8), Tumhout, 2009,27-49, pp. 40-3. 
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after having mentioned both religious arguments and philosophical ones 
(based on Avicenna and Averroes), Marti concludes with one of al-Ghazall’s 
sayings from Mizan (‘Statera’), found in § 23: “Those who are busy with what 
enters their stomach, are worthy of what leaves it.” 36 Although that this saying 
is apparently proverbial rather than of al-GhazalTs own invention, it is evident 
that al-Ghazall fully approves. One may detect therein an element that has 
permitted Marti to make a kind of identification between the ‘temporales’ and 
the ‘carnales’ without distorting al-GhazalT’s expose in any serious way. 

Though the fourth chapter on the immortality of the soul seems bereft of 
any reference to al-Ghazall, Abu Hamid returns in force in the fifth chapter, 
especially in the first half, that is, in folios 207-10. Marti notes explicitly that 
“hucusque verba Algazelis omnia a principio pene capituli, partim de libro 
‘Praecipitii vel ruina philosophorum’ [i.e., the Tahafut, this word being ren¬ 
dered by a double translation], partim de ‘Epistola ad amicum’ [I was no more 
successful than Cortaberria in identifying this text] et de libro Almonkid min 
Addalel.’ ” 37 Hence, no less than three writings of al-Ghazall - namely, Tahafut, 
the so-called ‘Epistola ad amicum,’ and al-Ghazall’s autobiography, al-Munqidh 
min ad-dalal - were employed in this chapter’s composition. 

In this chapter, Marti begins his expose with the remark that in the mathe¬ 
matical sciences and in logic there is little danger for religious belief. He there¬ 
fore has reduced al-GhazalTs presentation of both sciences in the Munqidh to 
their essential basis - that is, a basis that is free of any, or almost any objection¬ 
able idea. 38 The way Marti evokes astronomy and the phenomena of lunar and 
solar eclipses, however, demonstrates his combination of some elements taken 
from the Munqidh with others derived from Tahafut’s second introduction. 39 

In the second paragraph, the astrologers are severely criticized, the worst 
of whom are the ‘Demoniaci,’ the so-called “Demoniacs,” who are in no way 
philosophers, and thus cannot be properly called astronomers. As far as I can 


3 6 Marti, Pugio, f. 199; the quotation refers to al-Ghazali, Mizan al- ’amal, ed. A. Shams ad-Din. 

Beirut, 1989, p. 108,14; ed. S. Dunya. Cairo, 1964, p. 308,8-9. 

37 Marti, Pugio, f. 210, § 9. It has to be stressed that the ‘Epistola ad amicum' can in no case 
be identified with the famous writing Ayyuha l-walad. 

38 Al-Ghazall, Munqidh, pp. 20,20-23,3- 

39 Al-Ghazall, Munqidh, pp. 21, 21-22, 8, respectively al-Ghazall, Incoherence, pp. 5, 17-6, 
12. However, Marti limits himself to noting that these sciences are demonstrative and 
therefore must be accepted, whereas al-Ghazall insists that to deny these facts as estab¬ 
lished by the philosophers (scientists), can be very harmful for religion. This insistence 
offers a strong indication that, for him, there is no opposition possible between what is 
demonstratively shown by genuine reason and the data of Revelation, or, in other words, 
between ’aql and naql. 
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see, this idea is not present in the Munqidh or in Tahafut, but it could certainly 
have a Ghazalian origin; 40 Marti could have derived it, after all, from what he 
calls the ‘epistola ad amicum.’ 

The third and fourth paragraphs explain that even if these sciences (i.e., 
mathematics, logic and astronomy) are true, nevertheless there are two main 
dangers present. The first, brought to the fore in paragraph three, consists in 
the conviction of one’s own superiority based on one’s familiarity with great 
authorities. Such familiarity makes people believe that they no longer need 
Revelation to open themselves to the divine light. It is evident that Marti sub¬ 
stantially depends on al-Ghazali’s ‘Preface’ to Tahafut for his discussion of 
this danger. 41 The other danger, which is extensively discussed in the fourth 
paragraph, consists in an excessive admiration for the philosophical sciences, 
which is the natural result of insufficient attention to their order or to the 
subtle nature of their wordings. Given such admiration, one too readily tends 
to place all the philosophical sciences on an equal level; moreover, based on 
such attitude, one easily forgets that an expert in one science is not neces¬ 
sarily an expert in another. Marti insists that many people neglect religious 
practice because of their firm belief in the strength of the philosophers’ view; 
their exaltation of the gibberish of the philosophers, is due to a desire to learn 
the truth from fellow men, not from God. Again, the Munqidh inspires all of 
this directly. 42 

The total failure of weak-minded people occupies a central place in the fifth 
paragraph; as they unjustly criticize what has been demonstratively proven, 
they fail to do justice to philosophy. 43 Lacking divine wisdom, they fail to real¬ 
ize that, besides the Prophet himself, no human being’s sayings should be 
taken as absolute truth. 44 Finally, these people sin against themselves, since, 


40 Cf. al-Ghazali's criticism of astrology in the introductory part to the third section of the 
first book of the Ihya’ ilium ad-din, where he, while following ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, formu¬ 
lates three objections against astrology: (1) it leads people away from worshipping God; 
(2) it is guess work; and (3) it is useless. The evocation of the ‘Demoniaci’ in this context 
might be a proper addition of Marti, but this cannot be affirmed with certitude as long as 
the ‘Epistola ad amicum’ has not been identified. 

41 Al-Ghazali, Incoherence, pp. 1,11-2 and 2,8-11. Marti adds, however, the names of Euclides 
and Ptolemaeus to those of Socrates, Hippocrates, Plato and Aristotle. 

42 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh., respectively pp. 21,1-3; 21,8-11; 21,3-5; and 25,14-6. 

43 This affirmation seems to have been inspired by al-Ghazall, Munqidh, p. 21,20-1, where it 
is indicated that there exists a great risk that people merely out of ignorance reject all of 
the sciences. 

44 This appears to offer the logical conclusion to what earlier had been qualified as the 
unjust trust in great names, that is, famous men (see the previous paragraph). 
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in spite of having eyes, they blindly imitate the philosophers, not taking into 
account the latters’ seriously mistaken doctrines, especially the metaphysical 
ones: a survey of these doctrines is present in the book ‘De ruina philosopho- 
rum,’ that is, Tahafut, which asserts that seventeen philosophical doctrines are 
weak and three dangerously weak, so dangerous as to make those who hold 
them, in fact, infidels. This last remark is almost literally taken from the expose 
on the ‘metaphysical sciences,’ the Ildhiyydt, in the Munqidh 45 Marti adds that 
even for the (uncivilized) Arab shepherds, in spite of their being very close to 
beasts, it is clear that to measure the absent by what is present is a non-valid 
mode. 46 Finally, he quotes a saying of Aristotle at the beginning (‘in principio’) 
of the Metaphysics, Alpha Ellaton 993 b 9-11, which was indeed book one in the 
Arabic tradition: 47 this saying states that the relationship between our intellect 
and the first principles can be compared to the relationship between a bat and 
daylight. 48 These two last remarks appear to be lacking in the Munqidh and 
Tahajut. Hence, they may have their origin in the ‘Epistola ad amicum.’ 

In the sixth paragraph, Marti stresses that weak people are like moles that 
despise the eyes of the eagle. Blindly following the philosophers, they admit that 
the prophet can foresee the future and to do extraordinary things, but, in their 
aping, they explain these prophetic capacities in a natural way, ascribing them 
to the help of the celestial bodies. This latter observation recalls al-Ghazali’s 
presentation of the philosophers’ view on the extraordinary powers of the 


45 Al-Ghazali, Munqidh, p. 23,17-24,7. 

46 Marti, Pugio, f. 209,16-8: “[those who blindly imitate the philosophers accept the mode] 
absentia presentibus mensurando; quern profecto mensurandi modum etiam istis pasto- 
ribus Arabum, qui omnibus hominibus sont bestiis propriores, constat esse incongruum.” 
This affirmation is close to a similar one in al-Ghazali, Mizan, see infra, p. 16. 

47 Already Ibn an-Nadlm, in his Fihrist, presents Alpha Ellaton as the first book (see F. E. 
Peters , Aristoteles Ambus. The Oriental Translations and Commentaries on the Aristotelian 
corpus. Leiden 1968, p. 49); it is also the first book commented on in Averroes’ Great 
Commentary on the Metaphysics. For the Arabic translation of 993 b 9-11, see Ibn Rushd, 
Tafsir md had at-TabVa, ed. M. Bouyges. Beirut 1938,1, p. 4,8-10. 

48 The latter notion of daylight is articulated by Marti in terms of ‘lumen solis,' which liter¬ 
ally corresponds to the Arabic translation daw’ ash-shams, whereas the Greek has pheng- 
gos to met’hemeran. In the Greco-Latin translation this has been rendered by ‘lumen diei'; 
see Aristoteles Latinus, Metaphysica. Recensio et translatio Guillelmi de Moerbeka, ed. 
G. Vuillemin-Diem. Leiden - New York - Koln 1995, p. 43,13. However in the Arabic-Latin 
translation one finds the reading ‘lumen solis’, see (Averroes Latinus), Aristotelis opera 
cum Averrois commentariis. Venetiis, 1562-74, f. 28vl. Hence, it is beyond any reason¬ 
able doubt that Marti has before him an Arabic work quoting the Arabic translation of 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Given the present context, the ‘Epistola ad amicum’ appears a 
good candidate. 
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prophets in the introduction to the second part, that is, on natural sciences, 
of Tahajut (167-68). 49 In what follows, it is stressed that the prophet, on the 
contrary, possesses a special ‘eye,’ that is, a degree of intellectual capacity that 
is indeed beyond the normal one. This eye permits the prophet to perform mir¬ 
acles that disrupt the natural order as well as to know hidden things. This idea 
of a special eye is directly derived from the Munqidh (one may detect other 
reminiscences of the Munqidh, as well). 50 

While rewording a fragment taken from the section on prophecy in the 
Munqidh , 51 Marti states in the seventh paragraph that some deny that the exis¬ 
tence of the prophets can be shown by recourse to the phenomenon of dreams 
which sometimes reveal what is hidden; this denial is based on the assertion 
that the hidden cannot be seen by the senses when awake, afortiori, nor when 
asleep - a view which Marti completely discounts. As for al-Ghazall, he insists 
that someone who is completely unfamiliar with dreams is strongly inclined to 
deny that hidden things can be seen while dreaming; for such a person, only 
the senses are the causes of perception, and perception never includes hidden 
things. Note, however, that Marti’s reformulation remains faithful to the spirit 
of al-Ghazali’s affirmation. 

The eighth paragraph starts with a general remark based on the Munqidh, 
namely, that the human intellect, based on so-called rational grounds, judges 
not only prophecy to be impossible, but also many other phenomena. 52 Marti 
illustrates this using two natural examples: opium and diamond. Regarding 
opium, Marti stresses that even a very small amount can be lethal, its exces¬ 
sively cooling action fatally congealing the blood in the veins; this, however, 
seems contrary to physics: since no combination of even the two coldest ele¬ 
ments (i.e., water and earth) can generate such an extreme coolness, it seems 
impossible for a combination of two warm elements, i.e., air and fire, to pro¬ 
duce such a chill, as is the case with opium. This first example constitutes an 
almost verbatim, albeit slightly amplified, version of al-Ghazali’s presenta¬ 
tion of the very same example in the Munqidh . 53 As for diamond, designated 
by Marti as the stone ‘qui Arabice dicitur Hajaralmech [hajar al-mas], apud 
aurifices Latinos esmerillus terreus,’ it is stressed that it is a very hard stone, 


49 Al-Ghazall, Incoherence, pp. 167-68. 

50 Al-Ghazall, Munqidh, p. 51,2-5 (the affirmation occurs in a section which deals with the 
remedying of those who have a feeble belief in the prophet). This basic passage has been 
supplemented with Munqidh, pp. 41,17-42,2 and 42,13-5 (inside the part on prophecy). 

51 Ibid., p. 42,6-13. 

Ibid., p. 51,5-7. 

Ibid., p. 51,7-16. 


52 

53 
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almost impossible to break, but once placed in a recipient of iron, stone, or 
even wood, can be completely pulverized when hit with a leaden bar - but, 
Marti insists, only with a leaden bar, not with any other metal. When one tells a 
philosopher this, although he has never experienced it, he will deny it based on 
physical considerations, such as the idea that a ‘lesser’ cannot be when there is 
no ‘greater,’ and what something lower (e.g., a lower metal) can do, something 
higher (e.g., a higher metal) can also do. Thus, the philosopher measures what 
is present through what is absent - a logical fallacy of which even the shep¬ 
herds of the camels (‘pastores camelorum’) are aware. Beyond any reasonable 
doubt, Marti bases himself in this case on an Arabic text. Again, the most prob¬ 
able candidate is the already mentioned ‘Epistola ad amicum’; this likelihood is 
magnified by the conclusion of the paragraph, which asserts that not all things 
are as evident as they appear, as shown in the twenty questions disputed in the 
‘De ruina philosophorum.’ 

At the beginning of the ninth paragraph, Marti notes that nothing of what 
is correct in the sayings of the philosophers must be rejected. This affirma¬ 
tion is most likely based on al-Ghazali’s following rhetorical question in the 
Munqidh: if something is found in philosophy that has been proven demon¬ 
stratively and that corresponds with the Qur’an and the Sunna, why would it 
be rejected? 54 To illustrate this idea, Marti refers with al-Ghazall to the exam¬ 
ple of the presence of honey in a cupping glass. 55 After indicating the titles of 
the three works of al-Ghazall he has used in what preceded, 56 he remarks that 
it is better to refute the philosophers by the philosophers than by the saints. 
Herein, one may also detect a Ghazalian influence, as is well exemplified by the 
case of Tahdfut, since al-Ghazall routinely combats the philosophers with their 
own arms. In what follows, Marti evokes sayings of the saints, especially of 
St. Augustine, whose attitude towards the philosophers he qualifies as almost 
identical to that of al-Ghazall. 57 It is also worthwhile to note that among these 
sayings of the saints, a further reference to al-Ghazall, more precisely to his 
Tiber Statera’, (i.e., Mizan 96, 7-9), is present. 58 This saying highlights the 


54 Ibid., p. 26,9-11. 

55 Ibid., p. 26,17-8. 

56 See supra, p. 10. From the preceding expose, it is clear that Marti mainly used the Munqidh, 
perhaps supplemented in an important way by the 'Epistola ad amicum’; he obviously 
granted the Tahqfut only a minor role. 

57 Marti, Pugio, f. 2n. 

58 Ibid., f. 213. 
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necessity to combine perfect knowledge with a perfect moral attitude so as to 
become truly perfect and to be able to come nearer to God. 59 

In the chapters dealing with the issue of the eternity/temporality of the 
world, Marti leans three times on al-Ghazali’s Tahdfut: 

1. Marti insists that because of our imagination, we always consider time 
(and place) as being with ‘something.’ 60 It is this (false) imagination that 
has urged the philosophers to claim that the temporal origination of 
the universe implies the existence of a time before a time, thereby lead¬ 
ing them in error. Even in its highly abbreviated state, this argument is 
clearly based on al-Ghazall’s first discussion of the second proof in the 
first Question on the past eternity of the world. 61 

2. Marti, while explicitly referring to Tahdfut, evokes al-Ghazall’s argument 
from the infinity of souls in favor of the temporal duration of the world. 62 
He first notes that though the philosophers invoke the necessity of rea¬ 
son, ‘necessitas intellectus,’ their adversaries can nevertheless do the 
same. 63 Next, he provides an almost verbatim Latin translation of a para¬ 
graph of Tahdfut, in which al-Ghazall states that the Platonic doctrine 
of the existence of one single eternal soul, to which all souls return after 
death, is undoubtedly an even worse alternative opinion. 64 It should be 
noted that Marti, before offering this translation, explicitly says that he, 
for the sake of brevity, has omitted ‘multa’ of al-Ghazall’s expose. This 
implies that he was in possession of a more complete text, and perhaps 
the totality of the work. 

3. A third and last instance is present in the chapter entitled ‘Quod 
Aristoteles non reputavit rationes, quas induxit ad probandum aeternita- 
tem mundi, esse demonstrativas simpliciter.’ Marti, once more explicitly 
referring to the Tahafut (in fact, 12, 8-n), presents Galen’s position on 


59 Al-Ghazall, Mizan at-'amal, ed. A. Shams ad-Din. p. 96,7-8; ed. S. Dunya, p. 293,13-5. 

60 Marti, Pugio, 1,9, f. 221. 

61 Al-Ghazall, Incoherence, pp. 30,12-36,6, especially pp. 33,4-17 and 35,13-36,6 (Arabic). 

62 Marti, Pugio, 1, 12, f. 226. Concerning al-Ghazall’s argument, see the seminal study of 
M. E. Marmura, “Avicenna and the Problem of the Infinite Number of Souls,” Mediaeval 
Studies, 22 (i960), pp. 232-39 (reprinted in his Probing in Islamic Philosophy, Binghamton 
2005, pp. 171-79)- 

63 Marti summarizes and rewords part of the first objection against the first proof in 
al-Ghazall first Question; al-Ghazall, Incoherence, pp. 17,16-18,2 (Arabic). 

64 Al-Ghazall, Incoherence, pp. 19,19-20,9 (Arabic). 
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this issue as non-committal, not because of his being weak-minded, but 
because of the complexity of the problem. 65 

Among the chapters in question, one finds in chapter n one further reference 
to al-Ghazall’s ‘Liber probatorium,’ concerning the improper transfer of the 
meaning of a term: that is, the transfer of ‘creation’ (factio) into the ‘making 
of particular things.’ Regarding such a transfer, according to Marti, al-Ghazall 
affirms: “Facere vim in verbis ex quo sententia patet mos est brevem haben- 
tium scientiam et curtum intellectum.” The same saying, although in a more 
understandable form (i.e., “Facere vim in verbis postquam sensus patet con- 
suetudo est brevem habentium scientiam et curtum intellectum”), reappears 
in Pars tertia, Distinctio i, caput iv, f. 495, again accompanied by a reference to 
al-Ghazall, but this time without mention of any precise work. So far, I looked 
in vain for this affirmation in al-Ghazali’s logical works, including Mihakk 
and Mlyar. 

As for the chapters dealing with God’s knowledge (especially of particulars), 
one finds, at the very beginning, a reminder that al-Ghazall has shown that 
the philosophers are heretics in this matter. 66 Al-Ghazall’s name is once more 
present in chapter twenty-five, one of the last chapters dealing with this issue, 
in two different instances (f. 251 and f. 252). Each of these is located within 
the Latin translation Marti offers from Averroes’ Epistle Dedicatory . 67 Note, 
however, that in the extant Arabic text of Averroes, the second reference to 
al-Ghazall is not present. Whether Marti introduced it on his own initiative, 
or whether he disposed of another, more complete manuscript, needs further 
investigation. 

Finally, in the only chapter devoted to the issue of resurrection, Marti trans¬ 
lates a fragment of the twentieth Question of Tahafut after he has offered a 
summary paraphrase of what precedes. 68 Again, the emphasis is on the fact 
that what appears at first sight impossible - for example, the resurrection of 
the body - should not be immediately dismissed; there are phenomena in 
nature, after all, that are difficult to understand, such as magnetism. 69 


65 Marti, Pugio, 1,14, f. 231. The reference is to al-Ghazall, Incoherence, p. 12,8-11 (Arabic). 

66 Marti, Pugio, 1,15, f. 234. 

67 Ibid., 1,25, ff. 251-52. Note that the translation of Averroes' Epistle Dedicatory, entitled in 
the Latin ‘Epistola ad amicum,’ accounts for almost the entire chapter with the exception 
of the last paragraph. 

68 Ibid., 1,26, ff. 254. The translated fragment corresponds to al-Ghazall, Incoherence, p. 226, 
11-7 (Arabic). 

69 Vide supra, p. 13. 
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HIS REFERENCES TO AL-GHAZALI 

In the remaining parts of Pugio, references to al-Ghazall become extremely 
rare. One occurs in the eighth chapter of ‘pars secunda,’ where Marti - after 
having noted that reason shows that Jesus’ miracles are the most convincing, 
inter alia, insofar as one of them consists in making the stupid man wise by the 
gift of the Holy Spirit - insists that the Qur’an instigates Muslims to indulge the 
desires of the flesh; this drive is especially strong among the Arabs, who, of all 
men, are the closest to the beasts. 70 In this respect Marti refers to al-Ghazall’s 
Mizan (‘Statera factorum’), undoubtedly to the passage near the end of chapter 
twenty-four, where the latter affirms that among men the uncivilized Arabs 
and Turks are the most bestial. 71 Marti omits not only the mentioning of the 
Turks - in all likelihood because they were the Byzantines of his day, and 
hence Christians - but also the qualification ‘uncivilized’ ( ajlaf ), thus giving 
the impression that al-Ghazall himself considered all the Arabs to be ‘bestial 
by nature.’ 72 His remark about the Qur’anic attitude toward the pleasures of 
the flesh, however, could have been inspired by al-Ghazall’s qualification of 
the sexual appetite as recommendable ( mahmud). 73 But did Marti really have 
access to the complete text of Mizan ? The three - all in all, minor - quota¬ 
tions present in Pugio indicate that at best he had access to a florilegium con¬ 
taining a few of its sayings. This could also explain his limited references to 
a few other works, such as to Mishkdt and to ‘Liber Probatorium.’ Whatever 
the case may be, a single reference to another Ghazalian work is also present, 
i.e., to al-Maqsad al-asnd fi shark ma'ani asma’ Allah al-husna, evoked by the 
Latin title ‘Liber de Nominibus Dei.’ This reference occurs in the third part, 
more precisely in the discussion of the name ‘Shaddai’ as one of the names of 
the Messiah. 74 Marti offers an almost literal translation of al-Ghazall’s expose 
of the names al-ghani and al-mughni, omitting, however, the last five lines. 75 
Once again one wonders whether this omission is the result of Marti’s own 
decision, or of the fact that he lacked access to the complete text. 


70 Marti, Pugio, n, 8, f. 368. 

71 Al-Ghazall, Mizan al-'amal, ed. A. Shams ad-DIn. p. 122,14-5; ed. S. Dunya, p. 332,20. 

72 Of course, this undoubtedly reflects his missionary attitude and his profound conviction 
of the superiority of the Christian faith over the Muslim one; nevertheless, it is striking 
that he pays attention to important Muslim sources, including the Qur’an; vide supra, 

73 Al-Ghazall, Mizan al-’amal, ed. A, Shams ad-DIn. pp. m, g-112, 6; ed. S. Dunya, pp. 314, 
19-316, n. It must be noted, however, that al-Ghazall imposes some clear limitations on 
the exercise of sexual pleasures. 

74 Marti, Pugio, in, f. 694. 

75 Al-Ghazall, al-Maqsad al-asnd fi sharh ma’ani asma’Allah al-husna, anonymous edition. 
Limasol 1987, p. 144,4-12. 
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One must acknowledge Marti’s very substantial use of the Munqidh and 
Tahajut (and also of the ‘Epistola ad amicum,’ about which nothing seriously 
can be said until it is definitively identified). Still, his consultation is limited 
mainly to a few parts of these works: as far as the Munqidh is concerned, to 
the expose on philosophy and, to a lesser degree, on prophecy; in regards 
to Tahafut, to the Preface, and to parts of the first and twentieth Questions. 
Moreover, the instances of use usually involve more or less paraphrastical 
renderings. Nevertheless, the use of these works is systematic and indicates a 
well-planned project, a fact that accounts for Marti’s preference of some pas¬ 
sages over others. Generally speaking, Marti seems to particularly appreciate 
al-Ghazali’s critical attitude towards the philosophers, as well as the latter’s 
recommendation of spiritual pleasures over the mundane ones. Even so, 
the evidence does not prove that he had indeed access to the full text of the 
Munqidh or of Tahajut. If this is true, one wonders why he continues to qualify 
al-Ghazall as ‘philosophus quidam’ before quoting the passage of the Maqsad; 
given what he has said in chapter five of the first part, this remains, in any case, 
a puzzling statement. Had he written it before he came acquainted with the 
Munqidh and Tahajut ? Or, is the qualification of ‘philosophus’ by ‘quidam’ to 
be understood in the sense that al-Ghazall was ‘a kind of’ philosopher, not in 
the usual sense - where philosophy opposes basic religious beliefs - but in the 
sense of a rationalist who fundamentally respects the data of Revelation? I am 
inclined to believe that ‘critical philosopher’ best represents Marti’s opinion 
of al-Ghazall, that is, that the latter offers a ‘philosophical’ critique against the 
philosophers. After all, this is a possible, and in my view, most interesting inter¬ 
pretation of al-Ghazali’s thought. 


CHAPTER 17 


Al-Ghazali’s Esotericism According to 
Ibn Taymiyya’s Bughyat al-Murtad 


YahyaM. Michot 


Many of the simplistic images of the Damascene theologian Ibn Taymiyya 
(d. 728/1328) circulating nowadays are grave distortions of his ideas, both in the 
domain of politics and in Islamic thought, particularly in regard to Sufism and 
falsafa. Much time will probably be needed for these images to be corrected, 
especially among certain Islamist groups and mediocre neo-Orientalists. 
Several recent publications nevertheless have already paved the way towards 
a more accurate understanding of his ideas; 1 also, works like his magisterial 
Dar’ at-ta’arud 2 have begun to receive the attention which they deserve as 
first-hand sources for the history of intellectual, religious and spiritual debates 
during the classical period of Islam. 

In earlier articles, I have presented a number of Taymiyyan texts relating to, 
or commenting on, al-Hallaj, the Ikhwan as-Safa’, Avicenna, and Nasir ad-DIn 
at-TusI. 3 What about Abu Hamid al-Ghazall? The Damascene theologian’s 


1 See Y. Michot, Ibn Taymiyya. Against Extremisms. Texts translated, annotated and intro¬ 
duced. With a foreword by Bruce B. Lawrence (Beirut - Paris: Albouraq, Safar 1433/Jan. 
2012); Muslims under Non-Muslim Rule. Ibn Taymiyya on fleeing from sin, kinds of emigration, 
the status of Mardin (domain of peace/war, domain composite), the conditions for challeng¬ 
ing power. Texts translated, annotated and presented in relation to six modern readings of 
the Mardin fatwa. Foreword by J. Piscatori (Oxford - London: Interface Publications, 2006); 
Ibn Taymiyya’s “New Mardin Fatwa’’. Is genetically modified Islam ( gmi) carcinogenic?, in The 
Muslim World, 101/2 (Hartford, April 2on), pp. 130-181; L'autorite, Tindtvidu et la communaute 
face a la SharT'a ; quelques pensees d’Ibn Taymiyya, in Melanges de I'Universite Saint foseph 
64 (Beirut, 2013), pp. 261-286; Y. Rapoport & S. Ahmed (eds), Ibn Taymiyya and his Times 
(Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2010); C. Bori, Theologie politique et Islam a propos d’Ibn 
Taymiyya (m. 728/1328) et du sultanat mamelouk, in Revue de Tfflstoire des Religions, 224/1 
(Paris, 2007), pp. 5-46; J. R. Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism (Leiden - 
Boston: Brill, “Islamic Philosophy, Theology and Science. Texts and Studies, 73”, 2007). 

2 Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ ta’arud al- 'aql wa-n-naql aw muwafaqat sahih al-manqul li-sarih al-ma'qul, 
ed. M. R. Salim, n vols. (Riyadh: Dar al-Kunuz al-Adabiyya, [1399/1979]). See Y. Michot, Vanites 
intellectuelles. L’impasse des rationalismes selon le Rejet de la contradiction d’Ibn Taymiyya, in 
Oriente Modemo, 19 (80), n. s. (Rome, 2000), pp. 597-617. 

3 See Y. Michot, Ibn Taymiyya's Commentary on the Creed of al-Hallaj, in A. Shihadeh (ed.), 
Sufism and Theology (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), pp. 123-136; Misled 
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remarkably extensive knowledge of the Ghazalian corpus is striking; the titles 
that he quotes, as surveyed by R. Y. ash-Shami, * * * 4 exceed two dozen. Yet, impres¬ 
sive as ash-Shaml’s list appears, on its own it does not fully convey the depth 
of Ibn Taymiyya’s engagement with the works of his predecessor. Ash-Shaml’s 
survey is unfortunately not exhaustive; moreover, it does not reveal that the 
Damascene theologian sometimes quotes lengthy excerpts from a number of 
al-Ghazall’s works verbatim, and comments on them in various ways. In fact, 
Ibn Taymiyya’s information about, and grasp of, Abu Hamid’s corpus is far bet¬ 
ter than that of the latter’s most famous challengers among thefalasifa, Ibn 
Tufayl and Averroes. It is accordingly the more astonishing that, in Ghazalian 
studies, Ibn Taymiyya has not been more often taken into consideration. 5 

In a paper presented at the International al-Ghazall Symposium held in 
Isparta, Siileyman Demirel University, in May 2011 ,1 translated and examined 
several pages of different Taymiyyan works relating to specific topics addressed 
in four prominent books of al-Ghazall, 6 offering evaluations of the latter’s 
thought as a whole, or discussing its sources and influence. 7 In the present 
paper, I take this exploration of the Damascene theologian’s views on the 


and Misleading ...Yet Central in their Influence: Ibn Taymiyya’s Views on the Ikhwan al-Safa’, 
in N. El-Bizri (ed.), The Ikhwan al-Safa’ and their Rasa’iL An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), pp. 139-179 - Corrected version on www.muslimphilosophy.com-, A 

Mamluk Theologian’s Commentary on Avicenna’s Risala Adhawiyya: Being a Translation of a 
Part ofthe Dar’ al-Ta c arud of Ibn Taymiyya, with Introduction, Annotation, and Appendices, in 

Journal of Islamic Studies, Part 1,14/2 (Oxford, May 2003), pp. 149-203; Part n, 14/3 (Sept 2003), 
PP- 309-363; Vizir «heretique» mais philosophe d’entre les plus eminents: al-Tusivu par Ibn 
Taymiyya, in Farhang, 15-16, nos 44-45 (Tehran: Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, 
Winter-Spring 2003), pp. 195-227; From al-Ma’mun to Ibn Sab’in, via Avicenna: Ibn Taymiyya’s 
Historiography of Falsafa, in F. Opwis & D. Reisman (eds.), Islamic Philosophy, Science, Culture, 
andReligion. Studies inHonor of Dimitri Gutas (Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 453-475. 

4 Rizq Yusuf ash-Shami, Ibn Taymiyya: Masadiru-hu wa-manhafu-hu fi tahllli-ha, in Journal of 
the Institute of Arabic Manuscripts, v. 38 (Cairo, 1415/1994), pp. 183-269, at pp. 244-246. See 
also the transliteration of this list given in Y. Michot, An Important Reader of al-Ghazall: Ibn 
Taymiyya, in The Muslim World 103 (2013), pp. 131-160, here p. 132. 

5 For example, there is very little use of Ibn Taymiyya in E. L. Ormsby, Theodicy in Islamic 
Thought The Dispute over al-Ghazalts “Best of All Possible Worlds ” (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984), and, more recently, K. Garden, Al-Ghazalts Contested Revival: Ihya’ 
‘Ulurn al-Din and Its Critics in Khorasan and the Maghrib. Unpublished PhD dissertation 
(University of Chicago, 2005). Fortunately, however, things are improving. 

6 Greek logic in the Mustasfd, philosophy and causality in the Ihya’, causality in the Tahdfut, 
intercession and prophethood in the Madniin. 

7 See Y. Michot, Reader. Other Taymiyyan pages on al-Ghazall are translated in Y. Michot, 
Textes spirituels d’Ibn Taymiyya (Nouvelle serie). xi. Abu Hamid al-Ghazall & Fakhr al-Din 
al-Rdzi, on www.muslimphilosophy.com, July 2011, pp. 1-5. 
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Hujjat al-Islam further by focusing on the first half of the former’s Bughyat 
al-murtad - The Goal of the Explorer . 8 As in other publications, I will prefer to 
let Ibn Taymiyya speak for himself. 

According to its editor, Musa d-Duwaysh, Ibn Taymiyya wrote the Bughya 
during his stay in Alexandria, between 1 RabT I and 2 Shawwal 709, i.e. between 
August 1309 and March 1310. The work has several other titles. Ibn Taymiyya 
himself variously calls it Refutation of Ibn Sabin and the Unionists, Discourse 
against the Sablnians and Refutation of the Unionists . 9 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya 
(d. 751/1350) refers to it as The Alexandrian Questions and Ibn Abd al-Hadi 
(d. 744/1343) as The Alexandrian Questions concerning the Refutation of the 
Heretics and the Unionists . 10 Despite the editorial efforts of M. ad-Duwaysh, 
the text is still plagued with mistakes and problems leading one to wonder 
what sort of unpolished version it comes from: a draft by the Damascene theo¬ 
logian himself, or notes by one of his disciples? The Taymiyyan nature of the 
book is nevertheless beyond doubt and it is of the greatest interest to Ghazalian 
studies as a number of pages of the Mi’yarf Tafriqa , 12 Mishkat 13 and Jawahir 14 


8 See Ibn Taymiyya, Bughyat al-murtad ft r-radd ’ala l-mutafalsifa wa-l-qaramita wa-l- 
batiniyya ahl al-ilhad min al-qd’ilin bi-l-hulul wa-l-ittihad, ed. M. B. S. ad-Duwaysh (n.p.: 
Maktabat al- c Ulum wa-l-Hikam, 1408/1988; hereafter referred to, in apparatus criticus 
footnotes, as a boldfaced capital B, i.e., B), pp. 169-531. 

9 See, respectively, Ibn Taymiyya, Kitab an-Nubuwwat (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d.), p. 82; 
ar-Radd 'ala Ibn Sabin wa-ahl al-wahda; ar-Radd ala l-mantiqiyyin (Refutation of the 
Logicians), ed. ‘A. S. Sh. D. al-Kutubl (Bombay: Qayyimah Press, 1368/1949), p. 275; 
al-Kalam 'alds-SabIniyya-,Majmu'al-fatdwd, vol. 10, p. 403: ar-Radd 1 ala l-ittihadiyya (from 
M. ad-Duwaysh (ed.), Bughya, pp. 53-54). 

10 Al-Masa’il al-Iskandaraniyya and Masa’il al-Iskandariyya fi r-radd 'ala l-malahida wa 
l-ittihadiyya-, see M. ad-Duwaysh (ed.), Bughya, pp. 55-56. 

11 See al-Ghazali, Mantiq Tahafut al-falasifa, al-musamma Mi'yar al-‘ilm. Ed. S. Dunya (Cairo: 
Dar al-Ma c arif, 1379/1960). 

12 See al-Ghazali, Faysal at-tafriqa bayn al-Islam wa-z-zandaqa, in M. M. Abu 1-Ala’, al-Qusur 
al- 'awali min rasa’ll al-imam al-Ghazall (Cairo: Maktabat al-Jandl, 1390/1970), v. 1, pp. 123- 
159. See also the translation by S. A Jackson, On the Boundaries of Theological Tolerance 
in Islam: Abu Hamid al-GhazalTs Faysal al-Tafriqa Bayna al-Islam wa al-Zandaqa (Karachi: 
Oxford University Press, “Studies in Islamic Philosophy”, 2002). 

13 See al-Ghazall, Mishkat al-anwar, ed. A. A. Afifi (Cairo: ad-Dar al-Qawmiyya li-t-Tiba c a 
wa-n-Nashr, 1964/1383). See also the translation by W. H. T. Gairdner, Al-Ghazzali’s 
Mishkat Al-Anwar ( “The Niche for Lights"). A translation with introduction (Lahore: Sh. 
Muhammad Ashraf, 1952). 

14 See al-Ghazall, fawahir al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Afaq al-Jadlda, 1393/1973; hereafter 
referred to, in apparatus criticus footnotes, as a boldfaced capital J, i.e., J). See also the 
translation by L. Bakhtiar, Al-GhazzalL fewels of the Quran (Chicago: Kazi Publications, 
2009). 
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are reproduced and discussed therein, in relation to the Fusus al-Hikam of Ibn 
‘Arab! and the Risalat al-Alwah of Ibn SabTn. 15 

The textual imperfections of the Bughya should not deter scholars from 
paying full attention to the version of the Ghazalian writings preserved in 
its long quotes. The manuscripts of the Mi’yar, Tafriqa, Mishkat and Jawahir 
reproduced by Ibn Taymiyya probably predate many copies used as sources for 
the 20th century editions of these four books, and the Bughya indeed contains 
important variants or emendations. Four examples will suffice here. 

In the Mi’yar, p. 292, 1 . 2-3, one reads: wa-amma ‘ aql al-kuLLfa-yutlaqu ‘ ala 
ma’nayayni, ahaduhuma... - “As for ‘the intellect of the whole’, the [expres¬ 
sion] is used in two senses; one of which is...” In the Bughya’ s version, p. 187, 
1.14-15, the text is: wa-amma ‘ aql al-kull fa-yutlaqu ’ala ma’nayayni, li-anna 
l-kullayutlaqu ’aid ma’nayayni, ahaduhuma... - “As for ‘the intellect of the 
whole’, the [expression] is used in two senses because ‘the whole’ is used in 
two senses; one of which is...” There is obviously a homoioteleuton in the mod¬ 
ern edition 16 and Ibn Taymiyya’s version offers a better meaning. 

In [Faysal] at-tafriqa, p. 135, 1 . 3, one reads: qad athbata qalam an ’aqliyy an la 
hissiyy an khaydliyy an wa-ka-dhdlika ... - which S. A. Jackson translates: “affirms 
the existence of a noetic pen [or hand], not a pen [or hand] perceived through 
the senses (hiss) or conceived of in the imagination ( khayal ). Similar to.. .” 17 
In the Bughya’ s version, p. 198, 1 . 3, the text is: qad athbata qalam an ’aqliyy an 
la hissiyy an khayaliyy an la kawniyy an wa-ka-dhalika... and the translation 
becomes: “affirms the existence of a noetic pen [or hand], not a pen [or hand] 
perceived through the senses, conceived of in the imagination, not ontologi¬ 
cal. Similar to...” The Lectio difficilior of Ibn Taymiyya’s version is rhetorically 
more satisfying and enriches the meaning of the passage. Philosophically, the 
double parallelism drawn between ’aql and khayal on the one hand, hiss and 
kawn on the other, and the opposition of these two dimensions one against the 
other, entails a dichotomy worthy of further investigation. 


15 A concordance of the Bughya and the Mi’yar, Tafriqa, Mishkat and Jawahir is offered in 
the Appendix. It covers nearly half of the text in M. ad-Duwaysh's edition (pp. 169-327, 
i.e. 158 pages out of 362). Between pp. 328 and 376, Ibn Taymiyya returns to the Tafriqa 
and Mishkat before dealing more extensively with Ibn Arab! and Ibn Sab'In. The limits 
imparted to this paper made it impossible to include these supplementary quotes in our 
concordance and analysis. 

16 Idem in the edition of M. M. Abu l-‘Ala’, Al-Ghazali, Mi'yar at- 'ilm fifann al-mantiq (Cairo: 
Maktabat al-Jandi, 1392/1972), p. 259. 

17 S. A. Jackson, Boundaries, p. 100. 
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In the Mishkat, p. 74, 1 .10-11, one reads: wa-hadhihi hamaqat. Wa-amma ...- 
“These are imbecilities. As for...” In the Bughya’s version, p. 213, 1 . 6-9, the 
text is: wa-hadhihi hamaqat. Wa-qad abtalna jamV dhalika fi kitab “Iljdm 
al-’awamm" wa-mansha’ “al-Risala fi ahkam az-zaygh wa-d-dalala.” 
Wa-amma ... - “These are imbecilities. We have shown the vain nature of all 
this in [our] book ‘Restraining the Masses from Delving into the Science of 
Kalam’ and in the beginning of the ‘Epistle on the Legal Rulings of D eviation 
and Errancy.’ As for...” Here is a question for the Ghazalian specialists: does 
this whole sentence present in Ibn Taymiyya’s version of the Mishkat but 
absent from its modern edition affect in any way the generally accepted chro¬ 
nology of Abu Hamid’s works? 

Finally, in the Jawahir, p. 30, 1 .17-31, 1 .1, one reads: inna kulla mdyahtamilu.hu 
fahmuka, fa-inna l-Qur’dna yulqlhi itayka... - which L. Bakhtiar translates: 
“Everything that it is possible that you understand is given to you in the 
Qur’an.. ,” 18 In the Bughya’s version, p. 279, 1 . 4, the text is: inna kulla ma la 
yahtamiluhu fahmuka, fa-inna l-Qur’ana yulqlhi ilayka... and the translation 
becomes: “Everything that it is not possible that you understand is given to you 
in the Qur’an...” By the mere addition of a negation, the version of the Jawahir 
available to Ibn Taymiyya offers an understanding of the relation between rea¬ 
son and revelation which is the exact opposite of the one appearing in its mod¬ 
ern edition and L. Bakhtiar’s translation. 19 

The reason why the Damascene theologian quotes long excerpts of the 
Mi'ydr, Tafriqa, Mishkat and Jawahir in the Bughya has of course nothing to 
do with such textual concerns. Nor does it ensue from a desire to develop a 
systematic commentary on these works of the Hujjat al-Islam. The Bughya is a 
fatwa and, as such, its objective is fundamentally determined by the questions 
that its author is asked to answer. In this case, as explained in the introduction, 
the query relates to the authenticity of three sayings attributed to the Prophet 
and, hence, the lawfulness of using them in religious matters: 


18 L. Bakhtiar, Jewels, p. 39. 

19 After I had finished writing this paper, K. Garden kindly offered me a copy of the new 
edition of the Jawahir published by Kh. M. Kamil & ‘I. al-SharqawT, Jawahir al-Qur’an 
wa-duraruhu li-Hujjat al-Islam AblHamid al-Ghazali (Cairo: Maktaba Dar al-Kutub wa-1- 
Watha’iq al-Qawmiyya, 1432/2on). P. 90, this new edition has the same mayahtamilu.hu as 
the Beirut edition of 1393/1973 but gives Ibn Taymiyya’s negative version as a variant in an 
apparatus criticus footnote. 
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1, introduction 20 - The Shaykh al-Islam, the outstanding one of the 
outstanding scholars, Taqi d-DIn Abu l-'Abbas Ahmad b. Abd al-Halim b. 
Abd as-Salam Ibn Taymiyya of Harran, may the Exalted God have mercy 
upon him, was asked: 

What do the masters, the scholars, the imams of the religion say about 
the hadith which is reported with this wording: “The first [thing] that 
God created was the intellect. He said to it: ‘Turn forward’ and it turned 
forward. He then said to it: ‘Turn backward’ and it turned backward. He 
said: ‘By My might! I have created no creature more precious to Me than 
you. By you I take and by you I give. By you [comes] the reward and the 
punishment!”’ 

And about this other hadith whose wording is: “I was a treasure, 
unknown, and I wanted to be known. I thus created the creatures, in 
order that they know Me. By Me they have known Me.” [170] 

And about this third hadith whose wording is: “God was and there was 
nothing with him. And He is now as He was then.” 

Are these hadiths authentic or flawed? Or are some authentic and 
others flawed? And which one is authentic? 21 

Ibn Taymiyya’s interest in Ghazall in the Bughya comes from his conviction that 
the latter, like the Ikhwan as-Safa’ before him, played a central role in the pro¬ 
motion of the hadith of the intellect and its like as arguments for blending reli¬ 
gion and philosophy, and thus shares in the responsibility for the importance 
increasingly given to it amongst Muslim thinkers, despite its inauthenticity: 

2. the first [thing] that god created ... - It is amazing that 
those who want to make a synthesis between the divine Law and Greek 
Peripatetic philosophy took this hadith for their main reference (‘ umda ) 
concerning the fundamentals of the religion, knowledge, and realization 
[of the truth] (takqlq). This [hadith] is invented ( mawdu “) and, yet, all 
those changed it and reported [it as] “The first [thing] (awwal u ) that God 
created was the intellect (al-’aql u ). He said to it: ‘Turn forward.’” They 
took this for an argument ( hujja) and considered it to correspond to what 
[180] the Peripatetic philosophers - the followers of Aristotle - say when 
saying: “The first of the [things] emanating from the Necessary Existent is 
the first intelligence.” 


20 These titles are added by the translator. The numbers between small boldfaced square 
brackets appearing in the translations refer to the pagination of the Arabic editions used. 

21 Ibn Taymiyya, Rughya, pp. 169-170. 
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This spread out in the words of many of the later [thinkers], after they 
saw it in the books [titled] The Epistles of the Ikhwan as-Scifd\ These 
Epistles are indeed the main reference of those [people]. [181] They also 
found something similar in the words of Abu Hamid [al-Ghazall], in [var¬ 
ious] places - although it is said that he abjured that. Thereafter, it got 
into the words of whoever trod on this path amongst the Jahmis and the 
philosophizers - those who speak of the oneness of existence and 
others. 

This, however, is vain from many points of view. One of them is that 
this hadith, in this wording and with this desinential inflection ( 'Crab ), 
has not been reported by any of the hadith reporters, neither with a sound 
chain of transmitters nor with a flawed one. Rather, the wording of the 
hadith which is reported - although with a flawed chain - is “When 
(awwal a ) God created the intellect ( ’aql a ).. ”, with awwal a and ’aql a end¬ 
ing with the a of the accusative. Now, in this there is no argument that the 
intellect was the first creature created. 22 

It is as part of his refutation of the philosophizers misusing this kind of “pro¬ 
phetic” sayings that the Damascene theologian includes long excerpts of Abu 
Hamid’s four books in the Bughya. After giving these quotes, he always has 
something to say about them: either he picks up a few short passages, repro¬ 
duces them as lemmas and briefly comments on them, or he offers more elabo¬ 
rate reflections. He can also do both and, in fact, does not follow any straight, 
consistent, systematic path. It is as if he could not resist the pleasure of a 
criticism or an excursus. Consequently, he is repeatedly forced to remind the 
reader of his main objective by saying, for example al-maqsud hund... ., “The 
objective, here, is...” So, what is his objective? It is to question, invalidate and 
delegitimize the philosophical exegesis and esoteric hermeneutics of canonic, 
or unauthentic, scriptures promoted by ai-Ghazali and his disciples. 

3. illegitimate commentaries - One knows, necessarily, that the 
commentary ( tafilr ) that [these philosophizers] give of the words of God 
Most High and of His Messenger, God pray over him and grant him 
peace - and, even, of the words of others - does not enter into what is 
meant by them - not to speak of it being what is meant by them. Rather, 
most of their commentaries contradict what God Most High has meant, 
either by that wording or by another. And when some (tawa’if) of the 
people renowned for jurisprudence and Sufism utter these Islamic 


22 Ibid., pp. 179-181. 
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expressions with [such] philosophical Qarmatl commentaries, they 
declare that they are taken from those [philosophizers], as Abu Hamid 
[al-Ghazall] mentions it in his book The Standard of Knowledge (.MTyar 
al-'ilm), when he speaks about the definitions and says: [185] 

* But we have supplied detailed definitions *** 23 

Jk The soul of the whole is a principle close to the natural bodies. - I say: 
What [al-Ghazall] says here for the [philosophers] is a topic discussed 
amongst them, as most of them say that the intellect itself is the principle 
for the bodies. 

* The agent intellects. - Similarly for this saying. It is also a discussed 
topic, as what is named “agent intellect” among them is the last, tenth, 
intellect. So has [al-Ghazall] made clear that it is # the one which makes 
the souls of the Adamic beings come outfrom potentiality to actuality. [192] 

What he has mentioned, for them, of the difference between the intel¬ 
lects and the souls and, [on the other hand,] the bodies, [i.e.] that those 
are abstracted from matter whereas the bodies are ¥ in matter, is based 
on [the idea] that the body has a matter which is a substance subsisting 
by itself, which is amongst the gravest vain [opinions]. 

* Not by an abstraction \made\ by something else. - What [al-Ghazall] 
has brought up 24 by saying this, concerning abstraction and their exclu¬ 
sion ( ihtiraz) of the intellected [notions], entails an homonymy about 
what is named “the intellect”. This intellect is indeed one of the accidents 
whereas that one is a substance subsisting by itself. There is no doubt that 
what they say to establish [the existence of] that [intellect], even if it is 
awesome for people who have not examined it closely, [shows itself], 
when truly realized, of the ultimate corruption, contradiction, and confu¬ 
sion, as we have made clear elsewhere. 

* What occupies space (al-mutahayyiz ). - Similarly for what [al-Ghazall] 
mentions of the kaldm theologians about this. They indeed have contro¬ 
versies about it and it would deserve a detailed study for which this is not 
the place. [193] 


The short passages in italics introduced by a star 1 %) are all quotes from al-Ghazall. 
The *** sign indicates that Ibn Taymiyya carries on quoting verbatim an excerpt of the 
Ghazalian text which it would be too long to translate here or for which an English transla¬ 
tion already exists. The exact references of all these quotations, with those of an eventual 
translation, are given below in the Concordance. A * sign reappears in the Concordance 
after the reference given for the end of the long excerpts marked here by ***. 
dhakara: dhakaru B 
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The object of our concern ( al-maqsiid ) here, however, is nothing else 
than that Abu Hamid and his like confess that to make these philosophi¬ 
cal meanings the things named by these prophetic terms participates of 
what these philosophizers say. When, thus, something similar to that is 
found in the words of one of these, it is known that he has followed their 
example. [I say this] lest someone who might contest that, 25 or be in 
doubt about it, be deluded by such [words], or [so that] the idea does not 
pass through his heart - because of his good opinion about whoever 
speaks with Islamic, prophetic, expressions - that [that speaker] does 
not intend by them what these philosophizers mean! 26 How excellent is 
what the Shaykh al-Islam al-HarawI 27 said about some of the kalam- 
theologians, [though] they were in a better situation than these! “They 
took,” he said, “the marrow of philosophy and garbed it with the bast of 
the Sunna.” 28 

About the various points of al-Ghazali’s text which he highlights, Ibn Taymiyya 
obviously enjoys digging into falsafa or kaLam technicalities and underlining 
Abu Hamid’s deficiencies or contradictions. However, his remarks should not 
distract the reader from the main argument that he makes in the first and the 
last paragraphs. For Ibn Taymiyya, there is a gap, a discontinuity, a contradiction 
even, between the true meaning of scriptural or other Islamic vocabulary and 
the philosophical meanings which philosophizers give them when interpret¬ 
ing them. These philosophical interpretations of Islamic terms are sometimes 
borrowed by religious scholars - that is, jurists or Sufis. A good illustration of 
this situation is provided by the Mi'ydr definitions, in which al-Ghazall explic¬ 
itly acknowledges the philosophical origin of the interpretations which he 
gives for a number of “Islamic, prophetic, expressions.” 29 Caution should there¬ 
fore always be used vis-a-vis texts that one reads, even when they are written 
by important religious authorities: whenever their interpretations of Islamic 
terminology include “something similar to that,” i.e. Ghazalian interpretations 
of the Mi’yar definitions type, these revered scholars are also, despite their 


25 That is, that someone using such a terminology is effectively following the philosophers. 

26 ya'nihi: ba'nihi B 

27 Abu Ismail Abd Allah b. Muhammad al-Ansarl 1-Harawi (Herat, 396/1006-481/1089), 
Hanball Sufi; see S. De Beaurecueil, ei 2 , art “al-Ansari.” 

28 Ibn Taymiyya, Rughya, pp. 184-193. 

29 Quotations given without references in my commentaries (as here) come from the texts 
commented on, and translated therebefore (or, sometimes, following), where they can be 
easily found and followed up. 
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fame and appearances, defacto followers of the philosophers and are philoso¬ 
phizing. Faithful to a Hanball spiritual master for whom he is known to have 
great respect, Abd Allah al-Ansari of Herat, the Damascene theologian’s con¬ 
cern is somehow one of ideological hisba: i.e., preventing the counterfeiting of 
the semantic value of Islamic terminology. As he explains further through the 
Bughya, this task seems to him all the more urgent in that al-Ghazall himself is 
one of these counterfeiters. 

4. al-ghazalFs incoherence - Thereafter, although they confess 
that to make these Sabi’an philosophical meanings the things named by 
these prophetic terms - or by [these terms] which are said to be pro¬ 
phetic - participates of what these philosophizers say, they peremptorily 
affirm these [same things] in other places or, rather, in [writings] which 
they consider part of the noblest sciences and knowledges. They even 
consider them part of the sciences to be withheld from those who are not 
[196] worthy of them ( al-'ulum allatl yudannu biha ‘ ala ghayr ahliha ), 30 
and part of the concealed gnosis {al-’ilm al-maknun ) which the people 
deluded about God disavow and which nobody knows but the people 
[possessing] the gnosis of God. Such [affirmations] are found in many 
places as, for example, in the Book of the Distinction (al-Tafriqa) between 
Faith and Crypto-Infidelity, when it is mentioned that: 

^ Unbelief (fiafr) is to pronounce the Messenger as liar in any of the things 
which he brought... 

and it is moreover said that: 

^ Holding [something] as true [begins with] the examination of 31 the 
information (khabar) and really consists in acknowledging the existence of 
that of whose existence the Messenger informed [us]. Existence, however, 
has five levels: essential, sensory, imaginative, intellectual and analogous. 

To speak about these two premises, what there is in the first one in the 
matter of neglect of the truth and inability to [grasp] it, and what there is 
in the second one in the matter of hostility against the truth and addition 
to it, is done elsewhere. The object of our concern [here], however, is that 
[al-Ghazall] said: 

* As for intellectual existence, its examples are many... 
until he said: 


30 Allusion to al-Ghazali, al-Madnun bihi 'alaghayr ahlihi, in M. M. Abu 1-Ala’ (ed.), al-Qusur 
al-'awali min rasa'll al-imam al-Ghazall, 4 vols. (Cairo: Maktabat al-Jandl, 1390/1970), 
vol. 3, pp. 124-169. 

31 ila: anna B 
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A second example is [the Prophet’s ] statement, the prayer andpeace be 
upon him: “God Most High fermented Adam’s clay with His Handforforty 
mornings” *** 

In accordance with the interpretation ( ta’wll) of those [philosophiz¬ 
ers, al-Ghazall] considered the Hand, the Pen and the intellect as express¬ 
ing one same thing, and he considered this [thing] to be what is meant 
thereby for them, [i.e.] in these terms appearing in the Book and the 
Sunna. 

He said similar things in the book The Niche of Lights 32 when he spoke 
of the niche and the lamp, the glass and the tree, the oil and the fire. He 
considered the niche to be the sensory spirit, the glass to be the imagina¬ 
tive spirit, the lamp the intellect, the tree the ratiocinative spirit, and the 
oil the holy prophetic spirit which is peculiar to the Prophets and some of 
the Friends [of God]. This book is like the origin (' unsur ) of the doctrine 
of the unionists ( ittihadt) who affirm the oneness of existence, although 
its author was not affirming it but, on the contrary, might pronounce 
whoever was affirming it an unbeliever. 

This being so, in this [book] there is sometimes equivocity ( ijmal) and 
sometimes philosophizing, showing up the objectives pursued by the 
philosophers ( maqasid alfaldsifa) about the prophetic terms, and inter¬ 
preting of the latter in accordance with them. [Therein], there is also, 
sometimes, opposition to what is proven by the Book, [199] the Sunna, 
and the consensus or, rather, sometimes, opposition to what is known by 
a clear intellect. Because of [all] this and, also, because of what there is in 
[this book] of matters which are said by them to require what they say, 
the disavowal of this book and its like by the imams of Islam was so great 
that [many] chapters were written about this which it would be long to 
review. 

[Al-Ghazah] divided the book [titled The Niche of Lights] into three 
chapters. 

¥ The first chapter expounds that the real light is God Most High, and 
that, for others than Him, the term “light” is purely metaphorical, without 
reality. - His words go back to [the idea] that “light” has the meaning of 
“existence.” Before him, Avicenna proceeded similarly to that, by making 
a synthesis between the Law and philosophy - and likewise did the 
IsmaTlI esotericists proceed in their book called The Epistles of the Ikhwan 
as-Safd’. After him, Averroes also did so. And likewise for the unionists 


32 See al-Ghazali, Mishkat, pp. 79-81,1 


, Gairdner, Mishkat, pp. 150-153. 
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(ittihadi): they make His appearance and His epiphany in the forms have 
the meaning of His existing in [these forms]. 

There would be a lot to say about this and it is mentioned elsewhere. 
The aim, here, is to expound these things, in what they say, thanks to 
which it will be known that 33 they follow the philosophizing Sabi’ans 
[200] and express these [philosophical] ideas by means of the terms of 
the Prophets and the Envoys, although it is known by every person having 
been given science and faith or, rather, by every believer, that what there 
is in those in the matter of opposition to the Book of God Most High, to 
His Messengers and to His religion, is graver than what there is in the 
Jews and the Nazarenes, [even] after the abrogation ( naskh ) [of their reli¬ 
gions] and [their] replacing ( tabdll) [divine precepts by others]. 

Thereafter, [al-Ghazall] said: 

* The second chapter expounds the symbolism of the niche, the lamp, the 
glass, the tree, the oil and the fire. To know this requires, first of alt, two car¬ 
dinal considerations, which afford limitless scope for investigation... 

* The first expounds the secret of symbolisation, its method, and the 
aspect under which the spiritual realities (ruh) of the ideas are captured by 
the moulds of the symbols... 

% The second expounds the degrees of the luminous human spirits, as it is 
by knowing them that the symbols of the Qur’an are known. 

Jk As for the third chapter, it concerns the meaning of [the Prophet’s\ say¬ 
ing, God pray over him and grant him peace: "God has seventy veils of light 
and darkness: were He to uncover them, then would the splendours of His 
face surely consume what His sight perceives.” In some of the versions 
reported, [the number is] “seven hundred” and, in some others, “seventy 
thousand”. 

I say: we have spoken extensively elsewhere about this verse, the name 
of God “the Light”, the veils, [201] and what is related to that. We have also 
spoken about what [al-Ghazall], Abu Abd Allah [Fakhr ad-DIn] ar-Razi 
and their like have mentioned about that. 34 We have expounded that this 
hadith, in these terms, is fallaciously attributed to the Messenger of God 
[...] 

We have mentioned the hadiths and the traditions concerning the 
veils, as well as the words of the ancients and the imams about this. We 
have also expounded the opposition of the Jahmls - the philosophizers 


33 : (min) B 

34 See notably the texts translated in Y. Michot, TextesN.s. xi. 
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and others - and their like to the texts abundantly transmitted about this, 
as well as their opposition to the clear intellect. [202] Nevertheless, some¬ 
one who does not totally care about following the Envoys and following 
in their tracks, about being guided by their signposts and their lighthouse, 
and about seeking light from the niche of their lights, considers the 
authentic hadith weak and the weak one authentic, the true idea vain 
and the vain one true and clear. This is similarly found in what is said by 
the rest of those who come out of the path of [our] first predecessors - 
the Emigrants, the Helpers, and those who followed them in beneficence - 
and innovate in these things by which they separate themselves from the 
way of the ancients of the community, its imams, and the rest of the 
adherents of the Sunna and the communion ( jama'a ), although the latter 
are the well-guided group, victorious until the rise of the Hour as the 
Messenger of God, God pray over him and grant him peace, said: “A group 
of my community will not cease to give their support to the triumph of 
the truth, without being harmed either by those who will oppose them or 
by those who will betray them, until the Hour rises.” 35 

The author of The Niche of Lights speaks in accordance with the way of 
those [philosophizers] inwardly ( fil-bdtin ), whilst [using] the wording of 
the Book and the Sunna outwardly (ft z-zahir). It is however reported 
that he abjured all this. Also, there are people who contest the attribution 
of these books to him. 

The objective, [here], is to draw the [reader’s] attention to what these 
books opposed to the Book and the Sunna contain in the matter of erring, 
lest ignorant people be deluded by them and by their ascription to highly 
regarded [personages]. 

[Al-Ghazall] said: 

¥ The first cardinal consideration concerns the secret of symbolisation 
and its method Know that the world is two worlds, spiritual and corporeal, 
or, if you will, say: sensory and intellectual; or again, if you will, say: super¬ 
nal and inferior. A 

I say: the objective here is not to speak in detail about what these 
words and their like contain [in the matter of opposition to the Book and 
the Sunna]. The scholars of the Muslims have indeed expounded, there¬ 
about, things that suffice. [215] Elsewhere, we have also said thereabout 
what God Most High has wanted [us to say]. 


35 See al-Bukhan, Sahlh, Itisam, Tawhid (Bulaq, vol. 9, pp. 101,136); Muslim, Sahih, Imara 
(Constantinople, vol. 6, pp. 52-53); Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, vol. 5, pp. 34,269,278,279. 
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[a.] To say it in short, words like these include vain things, from the 
viewpoint of the tradition ( naql ). There is for example [al-GhazalTs] say¬ 
ing that, in the Sahih [of al-Bukhari, it is written] “God created Adam in 
the form of the Merciful’’, and his saying that “in His form” is not in the 
Sahih. Such [affirmations] are most obviously vain. Indeed, the wording 
which [one reads] in the Sahih in various respects is “in His form”. As for 
the saying “in the form of the Merciful”, it is reported from Ibn ‘Umar and 
there are things to be said about it, which we have mentioned elsewhere, 
together with what groups of people have generally said about this 
hadith. 36 

[b. Words like these] also include vain things which are in themselves 
opposed to the Law and the intellect. There are for example [these state¬ 
ments] which they contain and say that # one of the angels, i.e. the agent 
intellect, is the originator ( mubd T) of all the creatures that are under it, or 
that * the angels - they call them the “intellects” and the “souls” - origi¬ 
nate each other, or that # the world of observation is the sensibles whereas 
the world of the unseen is the intelligibles, or * that commenting the 
Qur’an is like interpreting a [dream] vision, and similar statements which 
are not among the things [216] said by the Muslims, the Jews, and the 
Nazarenes but, rather, among the sayings of the heretics - the Sabi’ans, 
the philosophers, and the Qarmatls. 

[c.] In [words like these] there are also things that belong to the genre 
of the allusion ( ishdra) and consideration (i'tibdr) which the jurists and 
the Sufis practice. It is for example the case in his saying that # the angels 
do not enter a house in which there is a dog. When this is considered analo¬ 
gous to the purification of the heart from the vicious mores, this belongs 
to the genre of the allusions of the Sufis and the analogy of the jurists. 

[d.] Some of these things also belong to the genre of corrupt analogy, 
as when he mentions that Moses was commanded, with the doffing of 
his two sandals , 37 to doff this world and the hereafter, and that # what 
comes down upon the hearts of the people of knowledge is of the kind of 
the discourse that was spoken to Moses. [To claim] that Moses was spo¬ 
ken in such a manner is vain, the ancients of the community and its 
imams are agreed on this and it is extensively explained elsewhere. 


36 On the different versions of this hadith, see D. Gimaret, Dieu a I’image de I’homme. Les 
anthropomorphismes de la sunna et leur interpretation par les theologiens (Paris: Cerf, 
1997), PP-123-136. 

37 See Q. TaHa, 20:12. 
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The great importance attached in this [text] to commanding [217] 
[the proper], prohibiting [the reprehensible], and killing whoever allows 
forbidden things, these are excellent words. What Abu Hamid [al-Ghazali] 
says about the science of behaviour (mu'amala), command and prohibi¬ 
tion, is of the kind of what is said by his like among the people of Sufism 
and jurisprudence. As for what he named “the science of unveiling”, what 
he says about it is of [various types]: sometimes he speaks of it with the 
voice ( sawt ) of the adepts of philosophy, sometimes with the voice of the 
Jahmis, sometimes with a voice which has the tone of the adepts of had- 
ith and knowledge. Sometimes also he speaks evil of those, and some¬ 
times he speaks of things that are other than that. 

What we are saying in this answer concerns only the corrupt nature of 
the arguments which they have put forward about [the Prophet’s] saying 
“When (awwal a ) God created the intellect ( ’aql a ).. .” We have expounded 
the corrupt nature of what they say, from [fifteen] viewpoints. 38 

Ibn Taymiyya has no difficulty recognizing al-Ghazall’s merits. In this Text 4 
just translated, he considers for example that Abu Hamid was not a propo¬ 
nent of the doctrine of the unicity of existence ( wahdat al-wujud). He is also 
ready to believe that he “abjured” his philosophizing esotericism at some 
point. He even praises as “excellent words” the importance given to command¬ 
ing good and prohibiting evil in the Mishkat. Despite these qualities, however, 
al-Ghazali appears all the more shady and untrustworthy to Ibn Taymiyya in 
that what he relates to philosophizing in the MTyar , he not only adopts it else¬ 
where but considers it the highest form of gnostic knowledge, to be protected 
from unworthy people, in works like his Madnun, Tafriqa, and Mishkat. 

The pages of the Tafriqa which the Damascene theologian quotes indeed 
show that for al-Ghazali, the words “Hand of God”, “Pen”, and “intellect” found 
in Qur’anic or prophetic texts (authentic or not) all refer to one same thing, to 
be understood philosophically. The situation is similar for al-Ghazali’s inter¬ 
pretation of the Light verse (Q. al-Nur, 24: 35) in the Mishkat. In Abu Hamid’s 
interpretation, the niche, glass, lamp, tree and oil all become names for spiritual 
and intellectual realities belonging to the universe of Avicennan epistemology, 
noology and prophetology. As for his making “light” a symbol of existence, this 
is an esotericism which Ibn Taymiyya likens not only to that of the Shaykh 
ar-RaTs, but also to the Ikhwan as-Safa’, Averroes and the unionists assimilat¬ 
ing God’s existence to His epiphany. In sum, the author of the Mishkat “speaks 


3 8 Ibn Taymiyya, Bughya, pp. 195-217. 
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in accordance with the way of those [philosophizers] inwardly (fi l-batiri), 
whilst [using] the wording of the Book and the Sunna outwardly (fi z-zahir).” 

Beside its philosophizing esoteric interpretations of scriptural expres¬ 
sions, Ibn Taymiyya has several other motives to criticize the Mishkat. He 
sees in it “the origin” of the wahdat al-wujud doctrine although al-Ghazall 
himself was not a “unionist.” It not only contains ambiguous statements but, 
also, affirmations that contradict the Qur’an, the Sunna, the consensus and, 
even, the “clear intellect”; which explains its widespread disavowal amongst 
scholars. It quotes a number of unauthentic hadiths or mistaken versions of 
others. It indulges in allusions of Sufi nature and considerations that are of 
the type practiced by the jurists or, simply, corrupt analogies. This being so, 
the Damascene theologian nevertheless spends time presenting the structure 
of the Mishkat and its main divisions, quotes several pages thereof, makes a 
number of specific comments and, unsurprisingly, eventually finds himself 
obliged to remind us of his main objective, i.e. “to draw the [reader’s] atten¬ 
tion to what these books opposed to the Book and the Sunna contain in 
the matter of erring, lest ignorant people be deluded by them and by their 
ascription to highly regarded [personages].” He even declares his intention to 
return to the hadith of the intellect - the object of the original inquiry - and 
announces that, from several viewpoints, he will refute the arguments of the 
philosophizers who have misinterpreted it. It is in these second and eighth 
viewpoints that he quotes al-GhazalTs Jawahir. 

5. THE WORLDS OF OMNIPOTENCE, SOVEREIGNTY AND KINGSHIP - 
Second viewpoint. These people do not consider the intellects and the 
souls, whose existence the philosophers establish, as part of the world of 
creation. Rather, they interpret ( fassara ) the world of creation as [being] 
the world of the bodies, on the basis of the fact that creating is determin¬ 
ing ( taqdir) and that the bodies have determined measures ( muqaddarat ). 
On the basis of the principle^] of these philosophers and of those who 
are agreed with them thereabout, these also say that the intellects and 
the souls are not bodies. Rather they are, according to them, the world of 
Command. Just as they say what Abu Hamid [al-Ghazall] mentions in 
[various] places about the difference between the world of Kingship 
(mulk), Sovereignty (maiakut) and Omnipotence (jabarut). They inter¬ 
pret the world of Kingship as the world of the bodies, the world of 
Sovereignty as the world of the souls, because they are the inward of the 
bodies, and the world of Omnipotence as the intellects, because they are 
not joined to the bodies, nor attached to them [...] 

This is why they say that none prostrated to Adam except the terres¬ 
trial angels and, by “prostration”, they mean the submission of these 
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powers to man, as is [said] in TheJewels of the Qur’an. [Therein, al-Ghazall] 
said: 

^ As for the [divine] acts, they are a sea of vast limits and whose sides are 
not reached by [any] inquiry. Rather, in the existence, there is nothing but 
God and His acts. Every thing other than Him is His act. *** 

I say: such words will be judged great, unhesitatingly or absolutely, by 
someone who does not know the real nature ( haqlqa ) of what the 
Messenger brought and does not know the real nature of the philosophy 
to which these words are applied and which is expressed by means of the 
expressions of the Muslims. 

¥ The Qur’an deals with the creatures , 39 Le. those that appear to the 
senses. Now, the noblest of the acts of God is what does not appear to the 
senses. - The one saying that means that the Qur’an does not deal with 
the latter. In such a [statement] there is diminishing of the value of the 
Qur’an, claiming that it deals with the deficient part [of the creation], 
not the perfect one, and pushing the adepts of heresy to disdain what 
the Messengers brought. Moreover, it is a clear lie: [even] the kids of the 
Muslims know that it is a lie about the Qur’an. In the Qur’an, there are 
indeed also, as informations about the unseen ( ghayb) - the angels and 
the jinn, the Garden and the Fire, etc. - things that are hidden to no 
one [...] 

& [The noblest acts of God] also include the terrestrial angels in charge of 
the human kind. They are the ones who prostrated to Adam. - To pretend 
that the angels of the heavens and the cherubins did not prostrate to 
Adam is to say a thing which is the farthest away from the sayings of the 
Muslims, the Jews and the Nazarenes. The Qur’an has indeed informed 
[us] that all the angels prostrated together [.. ,] 40 The cherubins, accord¬ 
ing to their conventional vocabulary ( istilah ), are the ten intellects [...] 

¥ These [cherubins] do not pay attention to the Adamic beings. - This 
statement is among the sayings of the erring philosophers. What is well 
known among the adherents of the Sunna and the communion is that 
the Prophets and the Friends [of God] are more eminent than all the 
angels. [They nevertheless pay attention to the other humans...] 

¥ [The divine acts] also include the satans who are given power over the 
human kind It is they who refrainedfrom prostrating. - This is also wrong. 
Of the kind of those none was commanded to prostrate except Iblis. 


39 al-khalq B: al-jall minha J with those [acts of God] that are observable... The copy of 
Jawahir used by Ibn Taymiyya is obviously mistaken here. He abridges four lines of 
al-Ghazali’s text. 

40 See Q. al-Baqara, 2: 34. 
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And not one of his descendants was commanded to prostrate to Adam. 
How would they then be described as having refrained in the manner 
mentioned? [...] 

^ [ 77 ze cherubins are] absorbed in the beauty of the [divine] presence and 
its majesty. - What is said there belongs to the genre of the ecstatic out¬ 
bursts ( tamma ). It belongs to the genre of what some Sufis call “extinc¬ 
tion” [fandj, i.e. the absorption of the heart in the Real until it is not 
aware anymore of any other than Him. It is [however] well known, and 
people are agreed on this, the state of permanence ( baqaj is more per¬ 
fect than [that of] extinction, and it is the state of the Prophets, the 
Envoys, and the angels brought near. It is known that the Messengers are 
the most eminent of the creatures. Now, they invite the servants [to go] 
towards God Most High and instruct them, wage jihad against them, eat 
food and walk in the markets. If that state [of absorption] was more per¬ 
fect, people who have not been sent [as Messengers] would then be more 
perfect than the Messengers! Such an [idea] goes against the religion of 
the Muslims, the Jews, and the Nazarenes, but corresponds to the religion 
of the Sabi’an exaggerators ( ghaliya ) - the philosophizers who give more 
eminence to the philosopher than to the Prophet and the Messenger - 
and to the state [228] of the Jahml unionists who give more eminence to 
the Friend, or to the seal of the Friends, than to the Messengers. Now, it is 
well known that this is something vain and unbelief for the Muslims. As 
for his saying: 

* Do not regard as unlikely that, among the servants of God Most High, 
there be some whom the majesty of God Most High distracts from paying 
attention to Adam and his descendants. - This is not an attribute of perfec¬ 
tion. On the contrary, “the angels glorify night and day; they flag not.” 41 
Despite that, they administer, of the affairs of the creatures, what they are 
commanded to administer. God Most High commanded to the angels to 
prostrate to Adam and they all prostrated together, except Iblis [...] 

¥ [ “God has a white earth in which the course of the sun is thirty days thirty 
times like the days of this world replete with creatures who do not know that 
God Most High is being disobeyed on the earth and do not know that God 
Most High created Adam and Iblis.” Reported by Ibn Abbas. ] - The hadith 
which [al-Ghazall] mentioned on the authority of Ibn Abbas is among 
the invented, fallacious [traditions]. The people of knowledge are agreed 
thereon and it is found in none of the reliable hadith books. These words, 


Q. al-Anbiya’, 21: 20. 
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or something similar, are only found in a section of 42 On Thinking (tafak- 
kur) and Considering (i'tibar) by Ibn Abl d-Dunya. 43 [231] Also, those 
[philosophizers] believe, from the viewpoint of cosmography (’dm 
al-hay’a), that this hadith is false. 44 

Ibn Taymiyya’s second argument against philosophizing interpretations of 
the so-called hadith “The first [thing] that God created was the intellect...” 
underlines a contradiction: how could the intellect have been created as, 
for these philosophers, intellects and souls do not belong to the world of 
creation? They indeed restrict the world of creation to bodies and consider 
that souls and intellect constitute two other specific worlds, respectively the 
world of Sovereignty ( malakut) and that of Omnipotence (jabarut ). According 
to the Damascene theologian, Abu Hamid effectively shares such a tripartite 
division of the universe and, in the Jawahir, it leads him to make various affir¬ 
mations that might look “great” to some but are, in reality, grave philosophi¬ 
cal distortions of the religion. Ibn Taymiyya reproduces verbatim a number of 
pages of the Jawahir and pinpoints a few cases of such Ghazalian distortions. 
They have to do with demeaning the worth of the Qur'an, misrepresenting the 
angels’ role (including their prostrating to Adam), giving pre-eminence to mys¬ 
tical extinction (fana‘) over permanence ( baqa ’) and care for the world, and 
denying the superiority and perfection of the Prophets and Messengers. And, 
icing on the cake, al-Ghazall has quoted another fallacious hadith... 

Interesting as all these particular critiques might be in themselves, they do 
not go to the heart of Ibn Taymiyya’s discontentment with al-Ghazall, i.e. raise 
the question of the nature of the latter’s exegetical methodology. This is done 
the next time the Damascene theologian quotes the Jawahir in the Bughya, in 
his eighth viewpoint. 

6. the pen and the intellect - Eighth viewpoint. These people 
have heard, in the hadith, that “The first thing which God created is the 
Pen.” This hadith is well known, unlike the first one. It is reported from 
the Prophet, God pray over him and grant him peace, by Abu Da’ud in his 
Sunan . 45 It is reported from Ibn Abbas and other Companions [...] 


42 min: fihi B 

43 Abu Bakr Abd Allah b. Abi d-Dunya (d. Baghdad, 281/894), moralist and erudite scholar, 
tutor of several Abbasid princes. 

44 Ibn Taymiyya, Bughya, pp. 218-231. 

45 See Abu Da’ud, Sunan, Sunna (ed. Abd al-Hamld, vol. 4, pp. 225-226, no 4700). 
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Those say that what the philosophers call “the first intellect” is the Pen. 
This is [found] many times in their words and in the words of the author 
of The Jewels of the Qur’an. It is of the species of what the Qarmatls say. 
[277] [Al-Ghazall] said in The Jewels: Know that the Qur’an and the 
Traditions contain many [things] of this kind Look at his saying, Godpray 
over him and grant him peace: “The heart of the believer is between two of 
the fingers of the Merciful" *** 

% In sum, know that everything which your understanding would not put 
up with, the Qur’an offers it to you in the [same] way that, if in your sleep 
you were reading the Preserved Tab let with your spirit, this would represent 
itself to you by means of an appropriate symbol which would, need to 
be interpreted (ta'bir). Know also that exegesis (ta’wil) of [the Qur’an] 
proceeds in the same manner as the interpretation [of symbols], - End of 
his words. 

These words and their like are of the kind of what the Qarmatl phi¬ 
losophers say about what God has informed [us] of concerning the mat¬ 
ters of faith in God and the Last Day. They consider that to be parables 
(mathal) given in order to make people understand the Lord, the angels, 
the return (ma'ad), etc. It is extensively spoken about them elsewhere. 

Because he had studied abundantly what the [philosophers] were say¬ 
ing, and had borrowed a lot from them, the author of The Jewels [of the 
Qur’an] mixed, in what he said, a lot of what they were saying. He never¬ 
theless called them unbelievers for many of the things about which he 
was agreeing with them elsewhere. And at the end of what he said, he 
affirmed peremptorily that what they were saying provided neither 
knowledge nor certainty ( yaqin ). He even asserted something like that 
about what the kalam theologians were saying. And the last thing he bus¬ 
ied himself with was the study of the Sahihs of al-Bukhari and Muslim. 
He died while busy doing so. [280] 

The objective, here, is only to draw the [reader’s] attention to what 
[the philosophers] have mentioned. Many have indeed been misled 
(ightarra ) by this because they had found it in the words of [al-Ghazall], 
whose venerability (hurma), for the Muslims, is not like the venerability 
of somebody who has not entered into jurisprudence (Jiqh) and Sufism 
as he had done. 

This is why many were the things said about him by the imams of the 
[various] schools ( ta’ifa ) of jurists and Sufis, like Abu Bakr at-Turtushl, 46 


46 Abu Bakr Muhammad b. al-Walld al-Fihri t-Turtushi (d. in Alexandria, 520/1126), an 
Andalusian Maliki jurist who criticized al-Ghazali in two works: Risala ila 'Abd Allah 
b. al-Muzaffar and Kitab al-Asrar wa-l-’ibar, see M. Fierro, Opposition to Sufism in at- 
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Abu Abd Allah al-Mazari 1 -MaghribI, 47 and other Malikls; [281] like Abu 
1 -Hasan al-Marghlnanl, 48 Abu 1 -Bayan al-Qurshl, 49 Abu Amr b. as-Salah, 50 
Ibn Shukr, 51 the sons of al-Qushayri 52 and other Shafi'Is; like Abu 1 -Wafa’ 


Andalus, in F. De Jong & B. Radtke (eds), Islamic Mysticism Contested: Thirteen Centuries 
of Controversies and Polemics (Leiden - Boston - Koln: Brill, 1999), pp. 174-206, atpp. 191; 
E. L. Ormsby, Theodicy, pp. 98-101; K. Garden, Revival, pp. 179-182; A. Akasoy, The 
al-Ghazali Conspiracy. Reflections on the Inter-Mediterranean Dimension of Islamic 
Intellectual History, in Y. Tzvi Langermann (ed.), Avicenna and his Legacy. A Golden Age of 
Science and Philosophy (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), pp. 117-142, at pp. n7-n8. 

47 Two scholars opposed to al-Ghazali are known as al-Mazari. One is Abu Abd Allah 
Muhammad b. Abi 1-Faraj al-Mazari, known as adh-Dhaki (d. in Isfahan, 510/1116); see 
K. Garden, Al-Mazari al-Dhaki: Al-GhazalVs Maghribi Adversary in Nishapur, in foumal of 
Islamic Studies, 21/1 (Oxford, 2010), pp. 89-107. The other is Abu Abd Allah Muhammad 
b. All t-Tamimi 1-Mazari, known as al-Imam (d. in Mahdiyya, 536/1141), a Sicilian Maliki 
traditionist and jurist, author of a refutation of the Ihya’ entitled al-Kashf wa-l-inba ' 'aid 
l-mutarjam bi-l-Ihya’-, see M. Asin-Palacios, Un faqih siciliano, contradictor de al-Gazzali 
(Abii 'AbdAlldh deMazara), in Centenario della nascita di Michele Amari, 2 vols. (Palermo: 
Virzi, 1910), vol. 1, pp. 216-244; E. L. Ormsby, Theodicy, pp. 98-101; F. Griffel, Al-GhazalVs 
Philosophical Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 303, n. 232. Ibn 
Taymiyya refers here to al-Imam but is also aware of al-Dhaki: in Dari al-ta’arud, vol. 6, 
p. 240, he mentions the names of both. I am most grateful to K. Garden for this last reference. 

48 Elsewhere, Ibn Taymiyya calls him “the companion ( rafiq) of Abu Hamid, Abu Nasr 
al-Marghinani” (Ibn Taymiyya, Nubuwwat, p. 82), and “his companion (rafiq), Abii Ishaq 
al-Marghlnanl” (Ibn Taymiyya, Shark al-'Aqidat al-Isfahaniyya, ed. H. M. Makhluf (Cairo: 
Dar al-Kutub al-Islamiyya, n.d.), p. 132; see Y. Michot, Reader, Text vm). He cannot be 
identified with the later Hanafi jurist Abu 1-Hasan Burhan ad-DIn All b. Abi Bakr b. Abd 
al-Jalll al-Farghanl 1-MarghinanI (d. 593/1197) as proposed by M. R. Salim in his edition of 
Ibn Taymiyya’s Kitab as-Safadiyya, 2 vols. (Mansura: Dar al-Hady an-NabawI - Riyadh: Dar 
al-Fadlla, 1421/2000), vol. 1, p. 210, n. 2, and M. ad-Duwaysh (ed.), Bughya, p. 281, n. 1. A bet¬ 
ter candidate is Zahir ad-DIn All b. Abd ar-Razzaq Abu Nasr al-Marghinani (d. 506/1112), 
a Hanafi scholar from Khurasan and disciple of al-Ghazali; see M. Y. Salama (ed.), Ibn 
Taymiyya. Thubut an-nubuwwat'aql a " wa-naql an wa-l-mu'jizat wa-l-karamat (Cairo: Dar 
Ibn al-Jawzi, 1427/2006), p. 310, n. 3. 

49 Naba’ b. Muhammad Abu 1-Bayan al-Qurshl, known as Ibn al-Hawrani, ShafiT Sufi of 
Damascus (d. 551/U56). 

50 Taqi d-DIn Abu Amr ‘Uthman b. Abd ar-Rahman al-Kurdi sh-Shahrazuri, known as Ibn 
as-Salah (d. in Damascus, 643/1245). On his criticism of al-Ghazali, see E. L. Ormsby, 
Theodicy, p. 103, andY. Michot, Reader, Text vhi. 

51 Abu 1-Hasan Ahmad b. All b. Muhammad b. Shukr al-Andalusi (d. in Fayyum, 640/1242). 

52 The two sons of Abd al-Karim b. Hawazin Abu 1-Qasim al-Qushayri (d. 465/1073), the 
author of The Epistle ( ar-Risala ) are: 1) Abu Nasr Abd ar-Rahim b. Abd al-Karim, preacher 
in Baghdad (d. 5i4/n2o); 2) Abu 1-Fath Abd Allah b. Abd al-Karim (d. 521/1127). In 
Nubuwwat, p. 82, Ibn Taymiyya quotes anti-Ghazali verses of Abu Nasr al-Qushayri (see 
Y. Michot, Reader, Text ix). 
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b. ‘Aqll 53 and Abu 1 -Faraj b. al-Jawz! 54 among the Hanballs - although 
these two are closer to the doctrines of the deniers than others among 
the Hanballs. [282] As for the Hanafis, what they say about [al-Ghazall] is 
of another sort, a well-known story having happened to him with them 
and with the companions of the ShafiTs. 55 

What [al-Ghazall] has mentioned is vain from many points of view 
[■■•] 

# Every thing has a definition and a reality which is its spiritual essence 
(rah). - Thereby [al-Ghazall] only means, for example, the fact, for this 
thing, to be writing, just as he considers the reality of the Pen and its defi¬ 
nition to be the fact that it inscribes knowledge. He considers this defini¬ 
tion and reality to be existing in the intellect. Now, the vain nature of this 
is well known, necessarily. Indeed, the existing reality of a substance is 
not simply its having for attribute some action, [be it] disjoined from it or 
connected with it. If it was supposed that such an attribute is found in its 
definition, it would be a difference that would distinguish it from other 
[things] whilst these other things would remain associated with it in 
their shared genre. Now, this would prohibit affirming this reality about 
something else. As for considering [this attribute] alone to be the defini¬ 
tion and the reality, this is manifestly vain [...] 

Do not regard as unlikely that, in the Qur’an, there be allusions (ishara) 
of this kind - If [al-Ghazall] wants to say that such an allusion provides 
the meaning of the [Qur’anic] discourse and what it aims to say (maqsud), 
this is a displacement ( tahrlf) of the words from their [right] places, and 
an heretization about the signs of God, an errancy of the kind of that of 
the Qarmatls and their like amongst the heretics. If he wants to say that, 
in addition to the fact that a verse indicates the meaning that it indicates, 
there can be in its wording an allusion to another meaning correspond¬ 
ing to it, this is [proceeding] by analogy ( qiyas ) and consideration ( i'tibar ). 


53 Abu 1-Wafa’ ‘All b. ‘Aqll b. Muhammad b. ‘Aqll al-Baghdadi (d. 512/1119), Hanball jurist; 
see G. Makdisi, Ibn Aqib Religion and Culture in Classical Islam (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 1997). 

54 Abu 1-Faraj ‘Abd ar-Rahman b. ‘All b. al-jawzl (d. 597/1200), Hanball ulema. On Ibn 
al-Jawzi’s criticism of al-Ghazall, see E. L. Ormsby, Theodicy, p. 98. 

55 This is probably an allusion to the attacks against al-Ghazall led by Hanafi and Shafi‘1 
scholars when he resumed his teaching activities at the Nizamiyya school of Naysabur, in 
499/1106 according to K. Garden, 501/1108 according to F. Griffel; see K. Garden, Coming 
down from the Mountaintop: Al-GhazalTs Autobiographical Writings in Context, in The 
Muslim World, 101/4 (Hartford, October 2011), pp. 581-596, at p. 595; F. Griffel, Theology, 
p. 55. Al-Ghazall defends himself in al-Imla’fi ishkalat al-Ihya’. 
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What [314] the Sufis mean by “allusion” is what the jurists mean by “anal¬ 
ogy” and “consideration”. For most of the scholars, such a [process] is 
valid when its conditions are fulfilled. It is nevertheless well known that 
what [al-Ghazall] wants to say here is the first thing, which belongs to the 
kind of things which the Qarmatl heretics say. 

& “He sends down waterfrom heaven .” 56 - Concerning this saying of the 
Most High which [al-Ghazall] quotes, the following shall be said: there is 
no divergence among the Muslims about the presence of parables 
( mathal) in the Qur’an, in this verse and in others. It shall even be said 
that there are therein more than forty parables. It is also well known that 
the thing used as an image [in a parable] ( mumaththal) is not itself the 
thing of which this image is given (mumaththal bihi). Rather, it resembles 
it from the viewpoint of the meaning ( ma'na ) shared [by both]. This is 
the case with every analogy ( qiyas ), symbolisation ( tamthll ), and consid¬ 
eration ( i'tibar ) [...] Would it be permitted to mean by some words some¬ 
thing of which an image is [supposedly] given by them - and not to mean 
by them the thing itself named by such a wording - without an indication 
(dalala) to do so 57 that they would offer? It is well known, to do so would 
be a kind of metaphorical borrowing ( isti'ara ) and assimilation ( tashblh ). 
Now, shall a term be taken to mean such a thing simply for this? If that is 
allowed, then it will be allowed to be said that [the verse] “And of all 
things have We taken account in a clear Book (imam )” 58 refers to ‘All b. 
Abl Talib and others. And, about “the pearl and the coral,” 59 it will be said 
that they are al-Hasan and al-Husayn, because this one died poisoned 
and that one died murdered, and other exegeses of the Qarmatls who 
take a word to mean something else than the thing normally considered 
to be named by it, simply because of some resemblance between them 


56 Q. ar-Ra’d, 13:17. 

57 I.e. without an indication to mean by these words something of which an image is 
[supposedly] given by them. 

58 Q. Ya-Sin, 36: 12. On the interpretation of this verse as referring to ‘All, see also Ibn 
Taymiyya, Introduction to the Principles of Tafsir. Explanation by Shaykh Muhammad 
b. Salih al-TJthaymin (Birmingham: Al-Hidaayah Publishing & Distribution Ltd, 2009), 

59 Q. ar-Rahman, 55: 22. On the interpretation of “the pearl and the coral” as meaning 
al-Hasan and al-Husayn, see also Ibn Taymiyya, Introduction, p. 134. This interpretation is 
traced back to the imam Ja'far as-Sadiq by Abu Ja'far Muhammad b. Babawayh al-Qummi 
(Shaykh Sadtiq; d. 381/991); see A Peiravi & T. J. Peiravi, A Numeric Classification of 
Traditions on Characteristics. Translation of al-Khisal of Sheikh Sadooq. Edited by L. Z. 
Morgan (Qum: Ansariyan Publications, 2008), pp. 128-129. 
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both, without any indication [from that word to do so] or, even, without 
this word being used in that second sense in the language. [316] 

& The Qur’an offers it to you in the [same] way that, if in your sleep you 
were reading the Preserved Tablet with your spirit, this would represent 
itself to you by means of an appropriate symbol which would need to be 
interpreted (ta'bir). - This statement of [al-Ghazall] implies two corrupt 
principles that are not among the principles of the Muslims but, on the 
contrary, among the principles of the erring philosophers. 

[The first principle] is that what our Prophet, God pray over him and 
grant him peace, and other Prophets inform [us] of concerning the mat¬ 
ters of the unseen ( ghayb ) belongs solely to the genre of the dreams 
which people see [...] 

The second of these two corrupt principles [is the affirmation that] 
the spirit of the servant is reading the Preserved Tablet. This is what is 
said by these Qarmatl philosophizers, i.e. that the Preserved Tablet is the 
agent intellect, or the universal soul, the latter being one of the angels, 
and that the events of existence are [pre-] inscribed in it; so, when the 
rational soul is joined to it, [these things] flow upon it. Now, every person 
who knows what the Messenger brought necessarily knows that what is 
meant by him by “the Preserved Tablet” is not identical to this. Nor is the 
Preserved Tablet one of the angels; the Muslims are agreed on this. Rather 
God has informed [us] that “It is a glorious Qur’an, in a Preserved Tablet” 60 
[...] Moreover, the Preserved Tablet is above the heavens, whereas the 
soul and the intellect which they mention are joined to the sphere of the 
moon, under the intellects and the souls that are above it! 

& If you have not got theforce to bear what is reaching your ear of this sort 
[of things] as long as a commentary is not traced back to the Companions, 
blindimitation (taqlld) isprevailing inyou. This shallbe said to [al-Ghazall]: 
I am not bearing this sort [of things] for the sole reason that I necessarily 
know that it is vain and that God did not mean that. My rejection of 
Qarmatism in aurally transmitted matters (sam’iyyat) is thus like my 
rejection of sophistry in intellectual matters. And this is like my rejection 
of every saying which I necessarily know to be a he and vain. If something 
like that sort [of things] was transmitted from one of the Companions 
and the Followers, I would know that it is fallaciously attributed to them. 
This is why you find that the Qarmatls transmit this from All, peace be 
upon him, and claim that this esoteric science, [328] that goes against 


60 


Q. al-Buruj, 85:21-2 
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what is known outwardly, is taken from him 61 [...] A lot of this Qarmatism 
has entered into the words of many of the Sufis, just as it has entered into 
the words of the kalam theologians. 62 

Another argument put forward by some people in order to support their claim 
that the intellect was the first creature is a prophetic tradition reported by Abu 
Da’ud: “The first thing which God created is the Pen.” According to them this 
Pen is undoubtedly an image for the intellect. Ibn Taymiyya devotes his eighth 
viewpoint to the refutation of this argument. It takes him back to al-Ghazall’s 
Jawahir because the Pen-intellect assimilation is one of the philosophical 
interpretations of scriptural terms that the Hujjat al-Islam develops in that 
work. And as al-Ghazall, in the Jawahir, speaks of the principles which he fol¬ 
lows in such exegeses, he now offers Ibn Taymiyya the occasion for a full attack. 

Following another long quote from the Jawahir, the Damascene theologian 
begins with a short overview of the symbolist exegesis favoured, in matters of 
theology and eschatology, by those whom he calls “the Qarmatl philosophers,” 
and with a summary of the complex evolution that eventually led Abu Hamid 
to burn what he had once worshipped: falsafa. He then makes two important 
remarks. First, he asserts that al-Ghazall’s philosophizing, in that he is a partic¬ 
ularly revered personage among Muslims, is all the more dangerous; second - 
and he seems to add this so as to exculpate himself from finding fault with 
such a famous scholar - Ibn Taymiyya notes that the Hujjat al-Islam has been 
criticized by many, in each of the four juridical schools, including his own. 

After this general introduction, Ibn Taymiyya articulates his refutation of 
al-Ghazall’s exegetical methodology in relation to five particular statements 
made in the Jawahir. 

He starts by remarking that the Pen-intellect assimilation is based on a logi¬ 
cal confusion between the definition and reality of a thing and its attributes. 
The common element put forward to justify this assimilation has to do with 
inscribing knowledge, a “spiritual essence ( ruh)” considered by al-Ghazall to 
be present in both the Pen and the intellect. For Ibn Taymiyya, there is how¬ 
ever more in the concrete reality of a pen, and also of an intellect, than this 
character, and the Hujjat al-Islam is in fact forgetting an important axiom of 
philosophy: “the existing reality of a substance is not simply its having for attri¬ 
bute some action.” The objection is fair and goes directly to the core of the 


61 On the esoteric doctrines misleadingly attributed to ‘All according to Ibn Taymiyya, see 
Y. Michot, Ibn Taymiyya on Astrology. Annotated Translation of Three Fatwas, in Journal 
of Islamic Studies, n/2 (Oxford, May 2000), pp. 147-208, at pp. 178-180. 

62 Ibn Taymiyya, Bughya, pp. 275-328. 
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exegetical problem: what kind of proof does one need to provide when claim¬ 
ing that a word does not just mean what it is normally considered to mean, 
but also has, or even exclusively has, some other, non-literal, inward, esoteric, 
meaning? “Ceci n’est pas une pipe,” as Rene Magritte would say. 

In reference to a second statement from the Jawahir, Ibn Taymiyya has no 
difficulty accepting al-Ghazali’s affirmation that there are “allusions” ( ishara) 
in the Qur’an. The only essential question nevertheless is, then, what to do 
with such allusions. Can they be claimed to mean whatever one wants them to 
mean or is there a specific procedure leading to understanding them properly? 
For Ibn Taymiyya, the key to opening non-obvious meanings is to proceed “by 
analogy ( qiyas ) and consideration ( i’tibar ),” as done by the jurists or by the 
Sufis speaking of “allusions.” “For most of the scholars,” the interpretative pro¬ 
cess is indeed valid when the conditions of such methodologies are fulfilled. In 
the case of al-Ghazall, the truth is, unfortunately, according to the Damascene 
theologian, that his philosophizing interpretations do not result from valid 
exegetical methodologies but belong “to the kind of things which the Qarmatl 
heretics say.” 

Ibn Taymiyya’s third point develops and completes his attack on al-Ghazali’s 
lack of a valid, proper, acceptable, exegetical methodology. Yes, there are 
parables ( mathal) in the Qur’an; their number even exceeds forty. For these 
parables, as for allusions (ishara), there must however be some valid connec¬ 
tion between the signifier and the signified. Analogy, symbolisation, and con¬ 
sideration are appropriate means to establish these valid connections - i.e. 
to identify the indication provided by the signifier to the signified - whereas 
metaphorical borrowing (isti’ara) and assimilation ( tashblh) are not. This is, 
for example, why the “clear Book (imam)" of surah Ya-Sln - 36, verse 12 can¬ 
not be said to refer to ‘Ah b. Abl Talib; nor, on the other hand, can “the pearl 
and the coral” of surah ar-Rahman - 55, verse 22 refer to his sons al-Hasan and 
al-Husayn. Sheer imagined resemblances between two things do not amount 
to the “indication (dalala)" required in order to link them in a valid manner as 
signifier and additional or alternative signified. What the Damascene theolo¬ 
gian is affirming here is, thus, that scriptural exegesis is submitted to the same 
methodological seriousness required of other religious disciplines: for exam¬ 
ple, jurisprudence and Sufism. In his Risalat Adhawiyya, Avicenna had already 
criticized kalam theologians for not following a clear qanun at-ta’wli, that is a 
clear “rule of interpretation,” of the revealed text. Ibn Taymiyya commented on 
that Avicennan work. 63 Though he does not mention it here, it has obviously 


63 See Y. Michot, A Mamluk Theologian’s Commentary. 



AL-GHAZALI’S ESOTERICISM 


371 


influenced his reading of the Jawahir. Indeed, he implicitly blames al-Ghazall 
for the absence of a proper qanun at-ta’wll, calling his interpretations “a dis¬ 
placement ( tahrif) of the words from their [right] places, and a heretization 
about the signs of God,” worthless as Shii inventions “and other exegeses of the 
Qarmatls.” 

The fourth passage from the Jawahir highlighted by Ibn Taymiyya relates 
to one’s spirit reading the Preserved Tablet while asleep and having to inter¬ 
pret the symbolic data resulting from this reading. For him, the identification 
of the Preserved Tablet with the agent intellect simply does not make sense. 
Religiously speaking, it is another example of unjustifiable, Qarmatizing 
assimilationism. Philosophically speaking, it is self-contradictory because the 
Preserved Tablet is supposed to be above the heavens, whereas the agent intel¬ 
lect and the universal soul of the Avicennan cosmo-epistemological model are 
joined to the sphere of the moon. Beyond this, however, the Damascene theo¬ 
logian has an even more serious concern about the whole matter. According to 
this passage, it would indeed seem that al-Ghazall finally follows some qanun 
at-ta’wil: to approach the Qur’an as one interprets (‘ abbara ) the symbols of a 
dream. This reduction of Prophetic revelation to dreams, and of ta’wit to ta'blr, 
is nevertheless nothing more than an invalid confusion of genres. Philosophers 
might consider prophetology and oneirology to be one same discipline. For 
Muslims, however, Ibn Taymiyya says, this is a “corrupt principle.” By advocat¬ 
ing such an unsound methodology, Abu Hamid makes his case worse rather 
than improving it. 

In the last comment which he makes on a passage of the Jawahir in his 
Bughya, Ibn Taymiyya becomes very personal. Addressing al-Ghazall in the 
first person singular, he asserts that his demand for a valid exegetical method¬ 
ology and rejection of philosophizing interpretations has nothing to do with 
“blind imitation” (taqlid) but ensues from a necessary knowledge similar to 
the one that makes someone reject “sophistry in intellectual matters.” Two 
diametrically opposed understandings of the religion, and of God’s purpose 
through prophetic revelations, are now in full clash: a transparent one, that 
makes them accessible to everyone, and an esoteric one, sometimes traced 
back to ‘All because attributing it to the other Companions and Followers of 
the Prophet would automatically look fallacious. As Ibn Taymiyya phrases it, “I 
necessarily know that it is vain and that God did not mean that.” 

Later in the Bughya, Ibn Taymiyya will return to particular pages of the 
Tajriqa and Mishkat. With this last, passionate, comment on the Jawahir, 
he has however reached the peak of his refutation of al-Ghazali’s philoso¬ 
phizing exegesis and esotericism. La messe est dite and there is no need to 
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proceed further. The way the Damascene theologian develops his refutation 
might sometimes be surprising and far from precise or clear. The multiplica¬ 
tion of repetitions, excursuses and references to things said to have been exam¬ 
ined “elsewhere” obviously does not help his readers. In spite of all this, there 
is undoubtedly a semantic coherence, or even a crescendo of meaningfulness 
and relevance, in the trajectory which Ibn Taymiyya follows in the Bughya to 
explore and map al-GhazalTs thought, from the ML’yar to the Jawahir, through 
the Tafriqa and the Mishkat. The limits imparted to the present paper did not 
allow a comprehensive translation of all Ibn Taymiyya’s comments. His cas¬ 
tigation of the Hujjat al-Islam’s incoherence, lack of a sound exegetical rule, 
and philosophical hijacking of Islamic scriptural sources, is however manifest, 
and this castigation raises essential questions. Though supposedly al-Ghazall 
abandoned all this at some point, written works have their own life and des¬ 
tiny, independently of their author, especially in the case of important scholars 
like him. Ibn Taymiyya’s prophylactic efforts might not have really succeeded 
in stopping their diffusion in the past, but his calls for caution remain there as 
guidance for whoever is ready to hear them. 


Appendix: Concordance of the Beginning of Bughyat al-murtad 
and Various Ghazalian Works 


Bughya 

* P. 185,1.1, wa-lakinna - 1.10, li-l-ism 

1.10, wa-innama - p. 186,1.15, wa-l-qadlm 
“Until he says:” 

P. 186,1.17, al- 'aql al-kulll -1.18, 'indahum 
“He means: the philosophers” 

P. 186,1.18, thalatha - p. 189, L 8, wujiidihi 
“Before this, Abu Hamid had also said:” 

P. 189,1.10, wa-amma l-'uqul-p. 191,1.6, 
al-malakiyya * 

* P. 191,1.7, inna nafs - 1.8, at-tabi iyya 

# 1.10, al- 'uqul al-fa’’ala 

* 1.11, alladhl-1 .12, alfi’l 

* P. 192,1.2 ,fi l-madda 

★ 1.5, la bi-tajrldghayrihi 
& 1.10, al-mutahayyiz 


P. 284,1.10, wa-lakinna - 1.19, li-l-ism 
P. 285,1.10, wa-innama - 1.19, wa-l-qadlm 

P. 291,1.10, al-’aql al-kulli- 1. n, ’indahum 

P. 291,1. n, thalatha - p. 293,1.2, wujiidihi 

P. 289,1.5, wa-amma l- ’uqul - p. 290,1. n, 
al-malakiyya 

P. 293,1.1, wa-nafs - at-tabriyya 
P. 289,1.5, al-'uqul al-fa"ala 
1.18, al-mukhrij - al-fi’l 
1.15 ,fCl-mawadd 
1.16, Id bi-tajrldghayrihi 
1.13, al-mutahayyiz 
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★ P. 196,13, al-kufr - 14 ,ja‘a bihi 

★ P. 196,14, at-tasdlq - 1.5, maratib 
1.6, dhatl - shabahl 

★ P. 196,1.10, wa-amma l-wujud - kathlra 

★ P. 196, L11, al-mithal - p. 198,1.5, 
al-mutakallimun * 

Bughya 

★ P. 199,1.6, al-fasl -1.7, haqlqa lahu 

★ P. 200,1.5, al-fasl - 1.8, mahdud 

* 1.9, al-awwal- 1.10, al-amthila 

* 1.11, wa-th-thanl- 1.12, al-Qur’an 

* 1.13, wa-amma l-fasl - 1.15, alf™ 

★ P. 202,1.15, al-qutb al-awwal - p. 205,1.3, 
al-bashariyya 

P. 205,1. 3, fa-ghayati- p. 206,1.2, al-haqq 
“Until he says:” 

P. 206,1.3 ,fa-aqulu - p. 210,1.11, al-qulub 
“Thereafter he said:” 

P. 210,1.12, khatima - p. 214,1.12, ghayrahuma* 

★ P. 215,1. 3,fis-Sahih - 1.4, ar-Rahman 

* 1.9, anna malak an ... 1.10, al-makhluqat 

* 1.10, anna l-mala’ika ... 1.11, ba‘d an 

* 1.11, ’alam ash-shahada... 

* 1.12, ta’bir ar-ru’ya... 

★ P. 216,1.4, Inna l-mala’ika... kalb 

* 1.7, Musa ... 1.8, al-akhira 
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[Faysal] al-tafriqa 

P. 128,1.8, al-kufr - 1.9 ,ja’a bihi (Boundaries, 
P-92) 

P. 129,1.12, at-tasdiq - 1.14, maratib 
(Boundaries, pp. 93-94) 

1.15, dhatl-shabahl (Boundaries, p. 94) 

P. 133,1.14, wa-amma l-wujud - kathlra 
(Boundaries, p. 98) 

P. 134,1.3, al-mithal - p. 135,1.5, 

al-mutakallimun (Boundaries, pp. 99-100) 

Mishkat 

P. 41,1.1, al-fasl - 1.3, haqlqa lahu (Mishkat, 
P-79) 

P. 65,1.1, al-fasl - 1.4, mahdud (Mishkat, p. 121) 
1.5, ahaduhuma - 1.6, al-amthila (Mishkat, 
p.121) 

P. 76,1. n, al-qutb ath-thanl- 1.12, al-Qur’an 
(Mishkat, pp. 143-144) 

P. 84,1.1, al-fasl - 1.4, alf an (Mishkat, p. 157) 

P. 65,1.1, al-awwal - p. 67,1.11, al-bashariyya 
(Mishkat, pp. 122-126) 

P. 67,1.12 Ja-ghayatl - p. 68,1.7, al-haqq 
(Mishkat, pp. 126-128) 

P. 69,1.1 ,fa-naqulu - p. 72,1.4, al-quliib 
(Mishkat, pp. 129-136) 

P. 73, l.i, khatima - p. 75,1.2, ghayrahuma 
(Mishkat, pp. 136-141) 

P. 71,1.18 ,fl l-hadlth as-Sahih - ar-Rahman 
(Mishkat, p. 136) 


P. 65,1.17-18, 'alam ash-shahada... (Mishkat, 
P-123) 

P. 69,1.1-2, at-ta'blr ... ar-ru’ya.... (Mishkat, 

P-129) 

P. 73,1.13, layadkhulu ... kalb (Mishkat, p. 138) 
1.9, Musa ... 1.10, al-kawnayn (Mishkat, 
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★ 1.8, mayanzilu ... 1. g, Musa 

1.10, ta'zim ... p. 217,1. i,yubih 
al-muharramat 

Bughya 

* P. 220,1.9, wa-amma t-afdt - p. 221,1.18, 

* P. 222,1.4, inna l-Qur’an -1.5, li-l-hiss 

* P. 223,1.3, wa-minha - 1.4, li-Adam 

* 1.15, inna awla’ika - al-Adamiyyin 

* P. 225,1.4, wa-minha - 1.5, as-sujud 

* P. 226,1.5, mustaghriqun-jalaliha 

* P. 228,1.3, wa-la tastab'id - 1.4, dhurriyyatihi 

* P. 230,1.13, [...] Ibn ‘Abbas 

* P. 277,1.1, wa-i'lam - p. 279,1.3, akthar 

minhu * 

* P. 279,1.4, wa-bi-l-jumla - 1.7, at-ta'bir 

* P. 284,1.12, Li-kullshay’- ruhuhu 

* P. 313,112, la tastab'id - al-jins 

* P. 314,1.5, anzala - ma‘ 

* P. 316,12, wa-inna l-Qur’an - 1.4, at-ta‘bir 

* P. 327,1.11, m kunta - 1.12, 'alayka 


P. 69,1.14, wa-minhuyanfajiru ... 1.15, at-tur 
(Mishkat, p. 131) 

P. 74,1.4, al-kamil ... 1.5, ila l-ibaha ( Mishkat, 
P-139) 

Jawdhir 

P. 10,1.17, wa-amma l-afal - p. 12,1.2, ta'dld 
(Jewels, pp. 14-15) 

P. 11,1.2, al-Qur’an ± 1.5, li-l-hiss (Jewels, 
P-14-15) 

1.8, wa-minha - 1.9, li-Adam (Jewels, p. 15) 

1.12, la UtifatA - al-Adamiyyin (Jewels, p. 15) 

1.9, wa-minha - 1.10, as-sujud (Jewels, p. 15) 

1.13, li-istighraqihim-jalaliha (Jewels, p. 15) 

1 . 14, wa-la tastab'id - 1 . 15, dhurriyyatihi 
(Jewels, p. 15) 

1.16, inna li-Llah - p. 12,1.2, 'Abbas (Jewels, 
P-i5) 

P. 29,1.9, wa-i'lam - p. 30,1.17, akthar minhu 
(Jewels, pp. 37-39) 

P. 30,1.17, wa-bi-l-jumla - p. 31,1.3, at-ta'bir 
(Jewels, p. 39) 

1. 7,wa-li-kullshay’-\. 8, ruhuhu (Jewels, p. 38) 

1.10, wa-layustab'adu - al-jins (Jewels, p. 39) 
1.13, anzala - ma‘ (Jewels, p. 39) 

P. 31,1.1 ,fa-inna l-Qur’an - 1.3, at-ta'bir 
(Jewels, p. 39) 

P. 30,1.10-11, wa in kunta - 1.12, 'alayka (Jewels, 
P-39) 


CHAPTER 18 


Arbitrating between al-Ghazali and the 
Philosophers 

The Tahafut Commentaries in the Ottoman Intellectual Context 

M. Sait Ozervarli 

The contribution of classical Ottoman thinkers to Islamic intellectual history 
is relatively neglected in modern and contemporary studies. With the inten¬ 
tion of analyzing the impact of al-Ghazali and related interactions between 
philosophical rationality and religious sources, this contribution aims to open 
a space for Islamic studies within existing Ottomanist scholarship. 

Following the emergence of Muslim philosophy ( falsafa ) with al-Kindl 
(d. ca. 252/866), the relationship between philosophical rationality and sacred 
doctrine became controversial in the nth and 12th centuries, when two major 
thinkers, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali and Abu l-Walld Ibn Rushd wrote treatises on 
the subject, both entitled “The Incoherence” {tahafut)-. al-Ghazali’s work was 
Tahafut alfalasifa, literally “the incoherence of the philosophers,” to which Ibn 
Rushd riposted with Tahafut at-tahajut, or “the incoherence of‘TheIncoherence 
{of the Philosophers ].’ After this medieval flare, however, scholars writing on 
this issue generally skip to the 19th and 20th centuries, when rationalism 
reemerged as a modernist discourse of Muslim religious writing. I propose, 
however, that these approaches overlook an important phase of the debate: 
namely, the literature written by Ottoman scholars (‘ ulama. J ) of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth century. The present study suggests that a close examination of 
Ottoman philosophical literature, especially commentary texts on the Tahafut, 
demonstrates that Ottoman works were not just mere repetitions of the previ¬ 
ous legacy, but also examples of critical analysis and profound insight. As a 
part of the Ottoman philosophical context, I will examine the case of Tahafut 
commentaries written by major Ottoman scholars of the classical period, such 
as Hocazade, TusI, Kemalpa§azade, and Karabagi. 1 


I will use Turkish characters for spelling the names of Ottoman thinkers, and will keep the 
usual transliteration when referring to the pre- or non-Ottoman authors as well as Arabic 
titles. 
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The Historical Background of the “Incoherences” 

In the eleventh century, al-Ghazall’s (d. 504/1111) well-known work Tahafut 
al-falasifa (.Incoherence of the Philosophers), the first comprehensive critique 
of the philosophers, marked a turning point in Islamic intellectual history in 
terms of the relationship between philosophy and the Islamic disciplines. 2 
Within the text, al-Ghazall asserted that the views of the Islamic philosophers 
were hopelessly contradictory, criticizing their metaphysical doctrines on 
twenty topics. The Tahafut is often regarded as aimed primarily at Ibn Sina, 
due to extensive quotation from his work; Janssens, however, in his examina¬ 
tion of the targets and sources of the book, refutes this, seeing al-Ghazali’s 
intended object as an open question. 3 Nevertheless, the book was probably 
intended to combat the school of Ibn Sina in general, the members of which 
were regarded as Muslim peripatetics ( mashsha’iyyun ) in philosophical circles 
and philosophers ( Jalaslfa or hukama 3 ) among the theologians. According to 
al-Ghazall, the emanation ( sudur ) theory of the philosophers - which was 
based on the necessary production of the universe from God’s essence, just as 
the sun produces its light - contradicted the theological doctrine of the world 
being created by God. Al-Ghazall was also displeased with their denial of the 
attributes of God as real entities, with their defense of deterministic causal¬ 
ity in the physical world, and with their physiological theories of the human 
soul. In his criticism, therefore, al-Ghazall argued that the philosophers were 
“incoherent,” not only in regards to Islamic principles, but also intra se, dem¬ 
onstrating clear contradiction between specific details of their logical-philo¬ 
sophical system. 4 

It has been a tradition in the West to consider al-Ghazall’s cannonade a 
decisive setback for philosophical inquiry in the medieval Islamic world. 
Indeed, the well-known modernist scholar of Islam Mohammed Arkoun 
asserts that “Many schools of thought started to be weakened and disappear 
after the thirteenth century. Philosophy, as inherited from Classical Greece, 
disappeared after the death of Ibn Rushd (ng8), though it survived in Iran 


2 See al-Ghazall, Tahafut al-falasifa: The Incoherence of the Philosophers, ed. and trans. by 
Michael Marmura, Provo: Brigham Young University Press, 1997. 

3 Jules Janssens, “Al-Ghazzali’s Tahafut: Is it really a rejection of Ibn Sina’s Philosophy'!’’Journal 
of Islamic Studies, 12:1 (2001), 1-17. 

4 See Leor Halevi, “The Theologian’s Doubts: Natural Philosophy and the Skeptical Games of 
Ghazali,' 'Journal of the History of Ideas, Volume 63, Number 1 (January 2002), 19-39; cf. also 
M. Sait Ozervarli, “An Unedited Kalam Text by Qadi al-Baydawi: Misbah al-arwah,” Islam 
Ara§tirmalan Dergisi / Turkish Journal of Islamic Studies, 12 (2004), 75-125, in particular 76. 
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in the form of theodicy and theosophy.” 5 Following this approach, there¬ 
fore, scholars of Islamic studies, especially in the West, have largely ignored 
the long period of Ottoman intellectual and religious history, in part due to 
a widespread presupposition that Islamic civilization declined after the 13th 
century. 6 Wisnovsky points out, though, that the latest evidence shows “the 
distortedness of the traditional Western portrayal of al-Ghazall,” which sug¬ 
gests that his critique in the Tahafut “caused the annihilation of philosophical 
activity in Islamic civilization.” 7 In concord with this assertion, some contem¬ 
porary scholars, including Sabra, 8 Gutas, 9 and Endress, 10 have taken a new 
approach, highlighting the importance of post-i2th century intellectual efforts 
not only among Shiite scholars, but also in the Sunni Ottoman environment. 
Indeed, rather than eradicate the philosophical spirit, al-Ghazall appears to 


5 Mohammed Arkoun, The Unthought in the Contemporary Islamic Thought, London: Saqi 
Books, 2002,13. 

6 For example, W. Montgomery Watt characterizes the entire period from 1250 to 1850 
as “The Stagnation of philosophical theology.” See Islamic Philosophy and Theology, 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1985,131-41. 

7 Roberst Wisnovsky, “One Aspect of the Avicennan Turn in Sunni Theology,” Arabic 
Sciences and Philosophy, 14:1 (March 2004), 65-100,65. 

8 See A. I. Sabra, “Science and Philosophy in Medieval Islamic Theology: The Evidence of the 
Fourteenth Century,” Zeitschrijt fur Geschichte der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften, 

9 (1994), 15-23. Also see Sabra's “The Appropriation and Subsequent Naturalization of 
Greek Science in Medieval Islam: A Preliminary Statement,” Tradition, Transmission, 
Transformation, eds. Jamil Ragep & Sally P. Ragep, Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996,21-6. 

9 In his book on the classical period, Dimitri Gutas emphasizes the neglect of the post 
Mongol invasion period: “This period of Arabic philosophy, almost wholly unresearched, 
may yet one day be recognized as its golden age.” See Greek Thought and Arabic Culture, 
London: Routledge, 1998,172. Gutas also emphasizes that the integration of Avicennian 
Aristotelianism into Shiite thought was not an exception, the Sunni tradition being 
equally receptive to philosophy and the sciences, “including during the high centuries of 
Ottoman civilization”; see ibid., 273. 

10 Gerhard Endress, “Reading Avicenna in the Madrasa: Intellectual Geneologies and Chains 
of Transmission of Philosophy and the Sciences in the Islamic East,” Arabic Theology, 
Arabic Philosophy: From the Many to the One: Essays in Celebration of Richard M. Frank, ed. 
James E. Montgomery, Leuven: Peters, 2006, 408-10. George Saliba, too, referring to the 
quality of contribution of the late 13th century thinkers in his history of Arabic astron¬ 
omy, notes that “this level of sophistication in astronomical research was not known 
in the previous centuries, and its very sophistication and originality should force us to 
reconsider the general character of this period as a period of decline. It should also stimu¬ 
late research in other fields in order to ascertain whether a similar sophistication can 
be established.” See George Saliba, A History of Arabic Astronomy, New York: New York 
University Press, 1994,12. 
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have paradoxically injected philosophy into the heart of Islamic learning. As 
such, the Muslim theologians of his time - already in favor of rational meth¬ 
odology and the use of logic - began to examine and refer to the works of the 
philosophers openly. 

Al-Ghazali’s transfusion of philosophical discourse into Islamic disciplines 
is quite similar to al-Ash‘arI’s transmission of Mu'taziiite kaldm methodol¬ 
ogy to the Sunni schools. When al-Ghazali legitimizes Aristotelian logic, for 
instance, he compares it to chapters dealing with the principles of reasoning 
or dialectics (Kitab an-Nazar, Kitab al-Jadal, or Madarik al-’uqul), and sug¬ 
gests that only the intellectually pretentious would hold that logic belonged 
exclusively to philosophy. 11 As for some of the conclusions of the philosophers, 
al-Ghazali’s stance is decidedly polemical; rather than just presenting his alter¬ 
native views, he excoriates his opponents with harsh language. Yet, al-Ghazali’s 
Incoherence and his investigation of philosophy, though critical and in some 
points severe, nevertheless legitimized the logical-philosophical discourse 
among ka/am-theologians. As a result, Muslim theologians operating after 
al-Ghazali’s career - such as, for example, Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi (d. 605/1209) 
and Sayf ad-Din al-Amidi (d. 630/1233) indulged in philosophical theories, 
quoting and discussing the ideas of philosophers in their works. These philos¬ 
opher-theologians began to devote large sections of their theological books to 
epistemology, ontology, cosmology, and metaphysics, giving more attention to 
these philosophical subjects than to the traditional doctrinal issues which they 
relegated to the end of their books. Consequently, the boundaries between the 
two fields became almost imperceptible; thus, kaldm was transformed into a 
full-scale theoretical discipline. 12 

While al-Ghazali’s Incoherence caused a methodological revolution in 
Sunni Muslim theology, it also brought about a revival in the school of phi¬ 
losophers. Ibn Rushd (d. 594/1198), known in the West as Averroes, wrote a 
refutation of al-Ghazali’s Incoherence entitled Tahafut at-Tahafut (Incoherence 
of the Incoherence). In his response, Ibn Rushd claimed that al-Ghazali’s argu¬ 
ments, lacking proof and certitude, simply reproduced the old theses of early 


11 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut alfalasifa, 9. 

12 Ibn Khaldun points out the absorption of philosophy by kaldm in the late period fol¬ 
lowing Fakhr ad-Din ar-Razi, expressing that it became impossible to differentiate 
between kaldm books and philosophical works. See his Muqaddima, Beirut: Dar Ihya’ 
at-turath al-'Arabi, n. d., 466; cf. also A. I. Sabra, “Science and Philosophy in Medieval 
Islamic Theology: The Evidence of the Fourteenth Century,” Zeitschriftfur Geschichte der 
Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften, 9 (1994), n-23. 
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traditionalist scholars. Ibn Rushd’s book dealt with each of al-Ghazall’s twenty 
discussions, answering each of them separately. 13 

Despite Ibn Rushd’s criticism, later theologians continued to absorb phi¬ 
losophy, integrating it with Islamic theological thought. Leaving Shiite intel¬ 
lectual history aside, 14 syntheses between philosophy and religious thought in 
the Sunni world reached a higher level in the works of the Timurid encyclope- 
adists and commentators of the fourteenth century, especially in Sa‘d ad-DIn 
at-Taftazani (d. 792/1390) and Sayyid Sharif al-Jurjani (d. 816/1413). Though 
these works mainly followed the footsteps of Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi and Adud 
ad-DIn al-Iji (d. 756/1355), they also had mystical and philosophical content, 
which will be examined below. 


The Ottoman Period and the Re-emergence of the Tahafut Debate 

Considering the history above, it becomes clear that two major factors charac¬ 
terized Ottoman involvement with the Tahafut: (1) the post-classical tendency 
of rapprochement between philosophy and theology, beginning from the 11th 
century onwards (with the establishment of Nizamiyya Madrasas in several 
Iraqi and Iranian towns by the Seljuqs); and (2) the Anatolian environment, 
which encouraged interaction between various schools. 

Influenced to a large degree by the hermeneutic and linguistic skills of the 
fourteenth century scholars mentioned above, Ottoman thinkers of the fif¬ 
teenth and sixteenth centuries energetically engaged the wide spectrum of 
thought ranging between theology and philosophy. More interestingly, they 
revived the long forgotten tradition of the Incoherence debates. 15 


13 Ibn Rushd, Tahafut at-Tahafut, ed. Maurice Bouyges, Beyrouth: Imprimerie Catholique, 
1930. For a translation see The Incoherence of the Incoherence, trans. with introduction and 
notes by Simon van den Bergh, London: Luzac & co., 1954. 

14 See Hemy Corbin, En Islam iranien: aspects spirituels et philosophiques, Paris: Librarie 
Gallimard, 1978. 

15 Bibliographic sources of Islamic literature report other books on the Incoherence written 
in the pre-Ottoman period, but it is not known whether these books are extant or even 
whether they are related to the same historical debate; for instance, Ismail Pasha al-Bagh- 
dadi attributes an Incoherence book to a certain ‘Abu 1-Husayn (or Hasan) Qutb ad-DIn 
Said b. ‘Abdallah b. al-Husayn b. Hibatullah ar-Rawandi (d. 573/1178), a Shiite scholar, who 
lived in the period between al-Ghazall and Ibn Rushd (See Idah al-maknun, vol. 1: 340); 
cf. also Sayyid Muhsin al-Amln, A'yan ash-shia, Beirut: Dar at-Ta‘aruf, 1983, 7: 240; ‘Umar 
Rida Kahhala, Mu’jam al-mu’alliftn, Damascus: Matba'at at-Taraqqi, 1957,4:225. 
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It is evident that following the decline of the Seljuqs, local emirates in the 
fifteenth century preserved the existing Islamic cultural heritage, especially in 
the Eastern regions; this heritage was then transferred to the Ottoman dynasty 
(est. 1299), which became the main authority of the Muslim world. Even earlier 
than this, scholars of both Arab and Central Asian/Persian origins, including 
the famous mystic thinker Jalal ad-DIn ar-Rumi (d. 671/1273), found safe havens 
in Anatolia (then called bilcid ar-Rum ) after the Mongols’ catastrophic inva¬ 
sion of Persia, Iraq, Syria, and Egypt. Sadr ad-DIn al-Konawi (d. 655/1256), Siraj 
ad-DIn al-UrmawI (d. 681/1283), and Qutb ad-DIn ash-Shlrazi (d. 711/1311) were 
other influential scholars who taught in the pre-Ottoman Anatolian madra- 
sas. Other well-known figures, such as Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (d. 628/1231) 
and Athir ad-DIn al-Abhari (d. 663/1265), contemporaries of al-UrmawI and 
ash-Shlrazi, also traveled to Anatolia, each spending a part of their life in vari¬ 
ous Anatolian towns. 16 Moreover, with the immigration of the mathematician- 
astronomer Ah Ku§$u to Istanbul in the fifteenth century, the scientific 
production of Samarqand and its surrounding schools later transferred, in 
part, to Ottoman lands. 17 

Among the earliest Ottoman scholars are Davud-i Kayseri (d. 751/1350), who 
taught at the oldest Ottoman madrasa in iznik (Nicosia), and Molla Fenari 
(d. 834/1431), who studied in Iznik, Aksaray, and Cairo, later becoming the first 
Grand Mufti ( §eyhulistdm ) of Istanbul. Both Kayseri and Fenari, combining 
philosophy with theological and mystical thought, demonstrated the tradi¬ 
tional roots of Anatolian scholarly culture and represented the eclectic form of 
Ottoman classical thinking. One should remember that Ottoman scholarly lit¬ 
erature, including those works by Kayseri and Fenari, mostly took the form of 
reiterating traditional knowledge, largely in the form of commentaries, glosses 
and sub-glosses (shark, hashiya, ta'llqat). In the case of the “Incoherences,” 
I will argue that, despite their explicit connections to certain previous texts, it 
would be unfair to deem these works totally devoid of new thoughts, analyses 
or insights related to contemporary conditions. Although it is true that some 
commentaries are indeed unsophisticated and simple, many commentaries on 


16 Claude Cahen, Pre-Ottoman Turkey: A General Survey of Material and Spiritual Culture and 
History c. 1071-1330, trans. from French byj. Jones-Williams, New York: Taplinger Publishing 
Company, 2001,349-50. See entries in Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi, Istanbul: 
Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi, 1988-: Mahmut Kaya, “Abdiillatif el-Bagdadi” (vol. 1. pp. 254-5) and 
Abdiilkuddus Bingol, “Ebheri, Esiruddin” (10:75-6). 

17 All Ku§gu earlier wrote Zic-i Ulugh Bey, Risalaft l-hay’a, Risala ft l-hisab in Persian, and then 
rewrote the last two books in Arabic with some additions under the titles of al-Fathiyya 
and al-Muhammadiyya. These books were dedicated to Mehmed n. 
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the Tahajut texts reveal important clarifications and re-interpretations by their 
authors. Indeed, the authors of classical commentaries argued that commen¬ 
tary writing was one of the ways of approaching philosophy, and therefore, that 
the commentaries represented an important link in the history of thought. 18 

When it came to the reign of Sultan Mehmed n (r. 1432-1481), the relation¬ 
ship between the three main disciplines of Islamic philosophical thought (i.e., 
kalam, falsafa and tasawwuf) received renewed attention. The Sultan, person¬ 
ally interested in philosophical and scientific issues, began to invite prominent 
scholars from around the Muslim world to the newly conquered Ottoman 
capital at Istanbul (formerly Constantinople) to both establish a lively schol¬ 
arly community and revive Islamic intellectual vigor. He enjoyed the company 
of scholars, and was keen on organizing debates between preeminent figures 
regarding controversial topics. The Sultan’s ambition was to establish a learn¬ 
ing center in his new capital Istanbul, thereby attracting scholars from around 
the Muslim world as well as from the West, especially from Venice; 19 as such, 
his efforts could be compared to those of the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’mun’s Bayt 
al-Hikma, and the later Seljuq Vizier Nizam al-Mulk’s well-known al-Madrasa 
an-Nizdmiyya projects. A number of prominent Muslim scholars, including 
All Ku§5u, Ala 5 ad-DIn at-Tusi, and Guram, came from Persian and Arab lands 
in this way. 20 The immigration of these scholars increased the pre-existing 
interest in debates between theologians and philosophers. 


18 Richard Sorabji, “The Ancient Commentators on Aristotle,” in Aristotle Transformed: 
The Ancient Commentators and Their Influence, edited by Richard Sorabji, London: 
Duckworth, 1990,24-27 of 1-30. There are, in fact, different types of commentaries: some 
are polemical and critical, some are exegetical, and others are merely word-by-word lin¬ 
guistic explanations for pedagogical purposes, or for ordinary readers. Therefore, not all 
commentaries are the same; each type needs to be treated separately. Serious commen¬ 
taries were seen as examples of continuation and expansion of thought, and in some 
cases as a way to express different ideas in a safe and unthreatening format However, 
Ottoman texts were not always commentaries, but also independent treatises on vari¬ 
ous topics, such as existence/non-existence, necessity/contingency, substances and attri¬ 
butes, and so on. 

19 For the intellectual interests of Mehmed 11, see Kritovolous, Tarih-i Sultan Mehmed Han, 
trans. Karolldi, Istanbul: Ahmed ihsan ve §iirekasi Matbaacilik, 1328 ah [1912], 16,182. 
This biography by Kritovolous was originally written in Greek, but was translated into 
English as History of Mehmed the Conqueror, trans. and ed. by Charles T. Riggs, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1954. See also Franz Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror and His 
Time, Princeton, n.j.: Princeton University Press, 1978,485. 

20 Mehmed’s own teacher Molla GuranI was invited and brought from Egypt during the 
reign of his father, Murad 11. Furthermore, Mehmed may have intended to invite Molla 
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One of the most specific attempts by Mehmed, however, was his com¬ 
missioning of two of Istanbul’s leading scholars - Hocazade Muslih ad-DIn 
Mustafa (d. 893/1488) and Ala’ ad-DIn ‘All t-Tusi (d. 877/1472), two rival schol¬ 
ars of the 15th century - to write books similar to al-Ghazall’s Tahdfut. The 
explicit purpose of this commission was to discuss the opposite theses of 
al-Ghazall and the philosophers in a brief yet comprehensive way. Yet, why 
return to a four-century-old text, such as the Tahajut, instead of more a recent 
text? Indeed, Ottoman scholars were already commenting on more contem¬ 
porary works, including the Shark al-Maqasid of Sa'd al-Din al-Taftazani and 
the Shark al-Mawaqif of Sayyid Sharif al-Jurjanl; Ottoman manuscript libraries 
are full of partial or complete commentaries on the latters’ books, including 
those written by Hocazade and Tusl. This can be explained by the authority of 
al-Ghazall, the attraction of comparative approaches among various schools at 
that time, and the Sultan’s desire to claim the honor of settling a debate which 
had remained inconclusive for centuries. Perhaps the Sultan wished to negoti¬ 
ate contemporary questions by going back to the beginning of the debate. 

In any case, the two rivals applied themselves to the Sultan’s task. Hocazade 
was a son of a rich family in Bursa who had left a life of comfort to study under 
the prominent Hizir Bey; Hocazade soon became Hizir Bey’s assistant, and 
later, an important scholar in Istanbul. Tusl, for his part, had immigrated from 
Iran during the reign of Mehmed’s father, Murad 11 (r. 1421-1451), and later 
became a famous teacher in the Ottoman madrasas. Both specialized in ratio¬ 
nal disciplines such as kalam and falsafa, each writing several books. 21 Having 
accepted the Sultan’s invitation, each completed his own commentary in about 
six months, thereupon presenting their projects at the Sublime Porte. 22 

A scholarly committee examined the two books, though there is no men¬ 
tion, in the sources, of the names of its members. Both works were awarded 


Abd ar-Rahman-i Jam! of Herat and Jalal ad-DIn ad-Dawwani as a part of his scholarly 
projects in Istanbul, but these plans were never realized (See Babinger, 471-2). 

21 On Hocazade’s life and scholarly reputation see Ta§koprizade Ahmed Efendi, Shaqa’iq 
an-nu’maniyya, ed. Ahmed Suphi Furat, Istanbul: Istanbul Universitesi Edebiyat Fakiiltesi, 
1985, 126-39; Mecdi Mehmed Efendi, Hadci’iq ash-shaqa’iq, in §ekaik-i Nu’maniyye 
Zeyilleri, faximile edition byAbdiilkadir Ozcan, Istanbul: Cagri Yayinlari, 1989,1:145-158; 
Abd al-Hayy b. ‘Imad al-Hanbali, Shadharat adh-dhahab fi akhbar man dhahab, Beirut: 
al-Maktab at-Tijari li-t-Tiba c a, n.d., 7:354-6. See also Saffet Kose, “Hocazade Muslihuddin 
Efendi,” Turktye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi, Istanbul: Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi, 1988-, 
18:207-9. 

22 Ta§koprIzide refers to other examples of scholarly debates that were promoted by the 
Sultan, for instance between Hocazade and Molla Zeyrek on the arguments of Divine 
unity ( tawhld ). See Ta§koprizade, Shaqa’iq, 124-5. 
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the same honorary subsidy (10,000 dirhams), though Hocazade’s book was 
regarded as relatively superior, providing him an additional gift. 23 According to 
the reports from Tagkdprizade and Katib (Jelebi, a copy of Hocazade’s Tahafut 
commentary was presented (during a visit by Ottoman scholar Miieyyedzade) 
to the well-known Persian thinker Jalal ad-DIn ad-Dawwani (d. 908/1502), who 
expressed his satisfaction and admiration after examining it. 24 

The rebirth of the Tahafat in this competition generated a lively discussion 
in further Ottoman studies of the debate. §emsedd!n Ahmed b. Kemal, known 
as Kemalpa§azade (d. 941/1534), and Muhyi d-DIn Muhammad b. All Karabagi 
(d. 942/1535) wrote glosses ( hashiya/ha§iye ) on Hocazade’s commentary. 25 
All of these works, though written by Ottoman scholars, were, following the 
scholarly tradition, produced in Arabic. Hakim §ah Muhammad b. Mubarak 
(d. 930/1523), invited to Istanbul during the reign of Bayezid 11 (r. 1447-1512), 


23 For other details on the historical background of the Ottoman Incoherences and Tusi's dra¬ 
matic reaction to his loss of the competition, see Ta§koprizade, Shaqa’iq an-Nu'maniyya, 
97-100; Mecdi, Hada’iq ash-shaqa’iq, 1: n8-g; Katib (JelebI, Kashf az-zunun, ed. 
M. §erefettin Yaltkaya and Kilisli Rifat Bilge, Ankara: Milli Egitim Bakanligi, 1941,1: 513. 
Hocazade's book was printed during the late Ottoman period, and Tusi’s work was pub¬ 
lished in a good scholarly edition recently: see Khojazade Muslih ad-DIn Mustafa Efendi, 
Kitab Tahafut al-falasifa, Cairo: Al-Matba‘a al-Alamiyya, 1302 ah; Ala’ ad-DIn "All t-Tusi, 
Tahafut al-falasifa, ed. Rida Sa'ada, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Lubnani, 1990. The editor of Tusi’s 
Tahafut also produced a comparative analysis of the book with other Tahafuts in a sepa¬ 
rate volume: see Rida Sa'ada, Mushkilat as-sira’ bayna alfalsafa wa-d-dln min al-Ghazali 
wa-Ibn Rushd ild t-Tusi wa-Khojazade, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Lubnani, 1990. Tusi’s work 
was also translated into Turkish; see ‘Ala’ ad-DIn ‘All at-Tusi, TehaJutiiT-Felasife (Kitab az- 
Zuhr), trans. Recep Duran, Ankara: Kiiltiir Bakanligi, 1990. 

24 Ta§koprizade, ash-Shaqa’iq an-Nu’maniyya, 137; Mecdi, Hada’iq ash-Shaqa’iq, 1:157; Katib 
(Jelebi, Kashf az-zunun, 1: 513. Tahafut texts by al-Ghazali, Ibn Rushd and Hocazade are 
compared in terms of their approach to the relationship between philosophy and reli¬ 
gion. See Miibahat Tinker, Ug Tehafut Bakimtndan Felsefe ve Din Miinasebetleri, Ankara: 
TiirkTarih Kururmu Basimevi, 1956. 

25 Kemalpa§azade’s gloss is still in manuscript and awaits editing, though it has been trans¬ 
lated into Turkish up to the fourteenth chapter together with Hocazade’s commentary 
(Kemalpa§azade, Tehafut Hagiyesi [Hagiya 'ala Tahafut al-falasifa\, trans. into Turkish 
Ahmet Arslan, Ankara: Kiiltur ve Turizm Bakanligi, 1987). Arslan also analyzed both texts 
in a separate volume; his assessments are valuable: see Ahmet Arslan, Hagiye ala’t-Tehajut 
Tahlili, Istanbul: Kiiltur ve Turizm Bakanligi, 1987. For a manuscript copy of the original 
text see Siileymaniye Library, Hasan Husnu Pa§a, ms. no. 1235. Karabagi’s gloss, how¬ 
ever, has been published and translated in two separate volumes. See Ta’liqa ’ala shark 
tahafut al-falasifa li-Khojazade, ed. Abdurrahim Guzel, Kayseri: n.p., 1996; and Karabagi 
ve Tehafut’u, trans. with intro. Abdurrahim Guzel, Ankara: Kiiltiir Bakanligi, 1991. 
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is mentioned as the author of a Tahajut work on Hocazade’s commentary. 26 
Mueyyedzade 'Abdurrahman Efendl (d. 923/1516) and Yahya Malkaravl, who is 
known as Nev'I Efendl (d. 1008/1599) are also reported to have written similar 
books, 27 though manuscripts of the Tahajut works of the last three authors 
have not yet been located. Finally, an 18th century Ottoman scholar Mehmed 
Emin Uskiidarl (d. 1149/1736) abridged the content of the Tahafut -, 28 later in 
the modern period this paraphrase was translated into Turkish, becoming the 
focus of further examinations. 29 

A similar genre of literature among Ottoman scholars was literature detail¬ 
ing the difference ( ikhtilaf) between the views of various traditions of Islamic 
philosophical thought. These comparisons were mostly between the views 
and methodologies of the theologians ( mutakallimun ) and philosophers 
(hukamaffalasifa), but in some cases the approach of the mystical thinkers 
(mutasawwifa/sufiyya) was also taken into consideration. The Ottoman com¬ 
mentaries on the Tahajut, although to some extent comparisons, were based 
mainly on al-Ghazall’s work. The ikhtilaf books, however, despite their being 
influenced by the Tahajut debate, took the disputed issues in a more general 
sense without explicit reference to al-GhazalTs text; Athir ad-DIn al-Abhari 
and 'Abd ar-Rahman al-Jaml’s books are examples of the ikhtilaf genre. 30 
Comparisons in the ikhtilaf form continued in production among Ottoman 
scholars up to the early eighteenth century, when Mestcizade Abdullah Efendl 
(d. 1148/1735) wrote another book of the same nature. 31 Ottoman scholars 


26 Katib (Jelebi, Kashf az-zunun, 1: 513; Ta§koprizade, Shaqa’iq an-numdniyya, 379; Mecdi, 
Hada’iq ash-shaqa’iq, 1:341-2; Kahhala, Mu'jam al-mu’allijtn, 11: 151. 

27 See Ta§koprizade, Shaqa’iq an-nu’maniyya, 230-1; Ismail Basha al-Baghdadl, Hadiyyat 
al-'arijtn wa-asma’ al-mu’allijin, ed. M. §erefettin Yaltkaya and Kilisli Rifat Bilge, Ankara: 
Milli Egitim Bakanligi, 1941,1:642 and 2:531; Kahhala, Mu'jam al-mu‘allijtn, 6:223 and 13:21. 

28 A manuscript copy of Uskiidari’s Talkhis tahajut al-hukama’ exists in Haci Selim Aga 
Library, Kemanke§, no. 266. An edition and translation of its text into Turkish has been 
recently published; see Mehmed Amin al-Uskudari, Talkhis Tahajut al-hukama, edited 
and translated by Kamuran Gokdag, Istanbul: Tiirkiye Yazma Eserler Kurumu Ba§kanligi 
Yayinlan, 2014. 

29 These examinations of the modern period demand further study; I am currently working 
on them for a forthcoming article. 

30 See Al-Abhari, Risala mushtamila 'ala thamanl 'ashara mas’ala jt l-kalam waqa'a jtha 
n-niza' bayna al-hukama’ wa-l-mutakallimln wa-arbab al-milal wa-l-adyan, ed. Huseyin 
Sanoglu, Istanbul: n.p., 1995; al-Jami, ad-Durra al-Jdkhira [jt tahqlq madhhab as-sujiyya 
wa-l-mutakallimln wa-l-hukama ’ al-mutaqaddimln], ed. N. L. Heer, A, Musavi Bihbehani, 
Tehran: Danishgah-i McGill, 1980/1358. 

31 There are many copies of Mestcizade’s al-Masalik jt l-khildjryyat bayna al-mutakallimln 
wa-l-hukama’ in Istanbul’s manuscript libraries (e.g., Siileymaniye Library, Hasan Husnu 
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also produced commentaries on influential philosophical textbooks such as 
Hidayat al-hikma, 32 and Isaguji, 33 Despite these contributions, however, the 
existing publications on Islamic philosophical thought focus almost exclu¬ 
sively on the pre-Ottoman period, and the few studies, mainly biographical, 
that address the Ottoman period in Turkish are in separate pieces that mostly 
lack a methodological framework. 


Questions About the “Incoherence” Commentaries within the 
Ottoman Scholarly Context 

It is interesting that Ottoman Tahafut authors do not mention Ibn Rushd’s 
assault on al-Ghazall, the Tahafut at-Tahafut. Rather, Ottoman treatises aim to 
judge between the views of al-Ghazall and the views of philosophers in gen¬ 
eral. Some sources, such as az-Zabldi 34 and Brockelmann, 35 as well as many 
modern and contemporary secondary works in Turkish, refer to the Ottoman 
Tahafuts in the classical period as comparisons between al-Ghazall’s and Ibn 
Rushd’s books; 36 even Louis Gardet, in an encyclopedic entry, describes this 


Pa§a, ms. No. 1119). Apart from a partial edition by Ulker Oktem in her Ph.D. dissertation 
(submitted to Ankara University in 1993), the manuscript was very recently edited and 
released by Seyit Bahcivan, Beyrut and Istanbul: Dar Sadir and Maktabat al-Irshad, 2007. 

32 Hidayat al-hikma (Istanbul: Haci Muharrem Efendi Matbaasi, 1303 ah) includes issues 
of logic, physics and metaphysics following the Avicennian system of thought; the 
most popular philosophy book among Ottomans was written by al-Abhari. His Hidayat 
al-hikma was the preferred source of many Ottoman and Shiite commentaries on falsafw, 
see Abdiilkuddus Bingol, “Ebheri, Esiruddin” Tiirkiye Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi, 
10:76. 

33 This is a handbook of logic, a summary of Aristotle’s Organon. The title was borrowed 
from Porphyry’s Eisagoge (lit “introduction”). Siraj ad-DIn al-UrmawI’s (d. 682/1283) 
Matali’ al-anwar, Najm ad-DIn ‘Umar b. ‘All 1-QazwInI’s (d. 693/1294) Shamsiyya, and 
Sa‘d ad-DIn at-Taftazani's (d. 792/1390) Tahdhlb al-kalam wa-l-mantiq were other logic 
books that drew the interest of the Ottomans. Regarding commentaries on logic litera¬ 
ture in the pre-ottoman and Ottoman periods, see Khaled el-Rouayheb, “Sunni Muslim 
Scholars on the Status of Logic, 1500-1800,” Islamic Law and Society, 11:2 (2004), 213-37. 

34 Murtada z-Zabidi, Ithaf as-sada al-muttaqln bi-sharh asrar Ihya‘ ‘ulum ad-din, Cairo: 
al-Matba‘a al-Maymaniyya, 1311/1893-4,41. 

35 Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1943,2:298, Suppl. 2: 
322. 

36 Modem Turkish historians of philosophy repeat the same mistake; see for instance Hilmi 
Ziya Ulken, Turk Tefekkiir Tarihi, Istanbul, Matbaa-i Ebuzziya, 1934,1:134, fn.i; §emseddin 
Gunaltay, “islam Diinyasimn inhitati Sebebi Selguk Istilasi Midir?” Ikinci Turk Tarih 



386 


OZERVARLI 


erstwhile “work of the Turk Khojazade (gth/i5th century), which, adopting 
al-GhazalTs title, sought to refute the Tahdfut at-Tahafut of Ibn Rushd.” 37 
A closer look at the content and the introduction of these works shows some¬ 
thing else entirely, however: in fact, according to the Ottoman narrators of the 
story, the purpose of Hocazade and Tusl’s assignment was to arbitrate between 
al-Ghazall and the philosophers (muhakama bayna al-Ghazall wa-l-hukama’), 
ignoring Ibn Rushd’s critique of the same title. 

Moreover, there is no mention or quotation of Ibn Rushd in any of those 
Ottoman Tahajut commentaries; 38 this is remarkable given the fact that Ibn 
Sina, as well as many other theologians and philosophers including Fakhr 
ad-DIn ar-RazT, Nasir ad-DIn at-TusT, Sa‘d ad-DIn at-Taftazani, and Sayyid Sharif 
al-Juijam, are referenced several times. Also remarkably, though Hocazade and 
TusI were asked to write their books in al-GhazalTs method or style, 39 each 
developed new arguments and in some cases disagreed with al-Ghazali’s 
points. As such, it is clear that the Ottoman Tahajuts by Hocazade and TusI, 
and further commentaries later by others, explore both approaches of the phi¬ 
losophers and al-Ghazall, taking sides in regards to each question and some¬ 
times disagreeing with both. 

As was pointed out earlier, the Ottomans belonged to a period when philos¬ 
ophy and theology were mostly integrated. 40 Since this integration had not yet 
occurred during the time of al-Ghazall, it is understandable that some Ottoman 
scholars were unsatisfied with some of his arguments. Regardless of their dis¬ 
agreement, however, their total neglect of Ibn Rushd’s refutation of al-Ghazall 


Kongresi, istanbul: Devlet Basimevi, 1937, s. 11; A. Adnan Adivar, Osmanli Tiirklerinde 
ilim, Istanbul Remzi Kitabevi, 1970, 47; Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, Biiyiik Cihad’dan Frenk 
Fodulluguna, Istanbul: lleti§im, 1996, 29; Suleyman Hayri Bolay, Osmanldarda niqun.ee 
Flayati ve Felsefe, Ankara: Akgag, 2005,256. 

37 Louis Gardet, “‘Ilm al-Kalam,” Encyclopedia of Islam (Second edition), 3:1149a. 

38 These commentaries also do not mention al-Kindi and al-Farabl, but this is understand¬ 
able since al-Ghazali’s Tahdfut primarily targeted the school and views of Avicenna. 

39 “an anzura fi r-risala al-musammat bi-Tahafut alfalasifa allati allafaha [...] al-Ghazall 
rahimahu Allah, wa-aktuba 'ala uslubihi.. (TusI, Tahdfut alfalasifa, 52-3); “bi-an 
umliya kitab an 1 ala-mithaliha wa-ansuja dlbaj an ‘ala minwaliha (i.e. al-Ghazalfs book, see 
Hocazade, Tahdfut al-faids fa, 3). 

40 See Robert Wisnovsky, “The Nature and Scope of Arabic Philosophical Commentary 
in Post Classical (ca. 1100-1900 ad) Islamic Intellectual History: Some Preliminary 
Observations,” in Peter Adamson, Han Baltussen and M. W. F. Stone (eds.), Philosophy, 
Science and Exegesis in Greek, Arabic and Latin Commentaries, London: University of 
London, 2004, vol. 2, pp. 149-91. 
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seems strange. 41 Were Ottoman thinkers of the 15th century unaware of Ibn 
Rushd’s refutation of al-Ghazall’s Tahafut 9 . Or did they deliberately ignore it as 
a reaction against his position in Arabic/Muslim philosophy? 

In order to discuss these questions, we should begin by analyzing Ibn 
Rushd’s influence and popularity in the history of Islamic thought. It is the 
general consensus that Ibn Rushd had only a minimal impact on post-i2th 
century Muslim thinkers; rather, his influence appears to have been felt pri¬ 
marily within European philosophical circles in the Christian world. 42 Ibn 
Rushd’s books were banned even in his native region in al-Andalus, and his 
pure Aristotelian rationalism - compared to Avicenna’s eclectic philosophy - 
was regarded as inconvenient to the wide-ranging dimensions of later Islamic 
thought. This poor reception, however, does not at all mean that Ibn Rushd 
was unknown to wider Muslim scholarship; on the contrary, the pre-Ottoman 
period’s most significant thinkers, including the philosophers’ most blistering 
critics, were indeed familiar with Ibn Rushd. Ibn Taymiyya (d. 727/1327), for 
example, refers to Ibn Rushd in his books quite often, specifically mention¬ 
ing and extensively citing his Tahafut at-Tahafut several times 43 Ibn Khaldun 
(d. 809/1406), the well-known historian of Islamic civilization, writes about Ibn 
Rushd in his Muqaddima 44 We can conclude, therefore, that Ibn Rushd was 
known to Muslim scholars; as such, his Tahafut against al-Ghazall must have 
been extant in intellectual circles prior to the Ottoman period. 

It must be pointed out, of course, that Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Khaldun were 
themselves not very popular among Ottoman scholars in the early period. Ibn 
Taymiyya, a Hanball/Salafi thinker, was a misfit in the broader Hanafi/Maturidl 
Ottoman intellectual environment; this intellectual atmosphere, influenced 
mainly by Central Asian and Persian schools of thought, combined the phil¬ 
osophical, theological, and mystical traditions of Islam. The impact of Ibn 
Khaldun, likewise, was felt mostly in the fields of ethical and political philoso¬ 
phy following his “discovery” in the 17th century and subsequent popularity 45 


41 This detail is beside the point and will not be pursued here, but similarly strange is the 
absence of al-Ghazali's Maqasid al-faldsifa, his basic introduction to the views of Muslim 
philosophers, in Ottoman commentaries; see Maqasid al-faldsifa, ed. Mahmud Biju, 
Damascus: Matba'at as-Sabah, 1420/2000. Katib (/elebi's bibliographic work, again, seems 
to be the earliest source to refer to it; see Kashf az-zunun, n, 1280. 

42 Cf. Simon van Den Bergh, Averroes’Tahafut al-Tahajut (Introduction), xii. 

43 Taqi d-Din Ibn Taymiyya, Dar’ ta’arud al-’aql wa-n-naql, ed. Muhammad Rashad Salim, 
Riyad: Jami'at al-Imam Muhammad b. Su'ud, 1979-1983,1:162; 2:397-403; 6:210-1. 

44 Ibn Khaldun, Al-Muqaddima, 491. 

45 See Ejder Okumu§, Osmanli’run Goziiyle ibn Haldun, Istanbul: iz Yayincilik, 2008. 
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Rather than draw their lineage through Ibn Khaldun and Ibn Taymiyya, 
Ottoman thinkers were, instead, connected to the heritage of Fakhr ad-DIn 
ar-Razi, on one hand, and Muhyl d-DIn Ibn al-Arabi (d. 637/1240) on the other. 
Both ar-Razi and Ibn al-‘ArabI (one the renewer of the kalam tradition, the 
other a Sufi theorist) were influenced by al-Ghazall and Ibn Sina. The views 
of ar-Razi were transmitted, as I mentioned earlier, through the reconstruc¬ 
tions of Iji, Taftazani and JurjanI, while those of Ibn al-Arabi were passed on by 
Afif ad-DIn at-Tilimsanl (d. 690/1291), Abd ar-Razzaq al-Kashani (d. 735/1335), 
and by Ibn al-Arabl’s student Sadr ad-DIn al-KonawI (d. 661/1263). Moreover, 
the Illuminationist school of Islamic philosophy established by SuhrawardI 
(d. 591/1191) and reconstructed by Sadr ad-DIn ash-Shlrazi, another source of 
Ottoman thought, was also linked to Ibn Sina. 

The heavy influence of Ibn Sina being transmitted through so many chan¬ 
nels, could there be any trace of the views of his foe Ibn Rushd among the 
Ottomans? Despite the relatively increased awareness of his book in the field 
of usul al-fiqh (BicLayat al-mujtahicL), early Ottoman sources do not refer to his 
philosophical works. Later, in the 17th century, however, the famous bibliog¬ 
raphy of Katib (JelebI (d. 1067/1657), Kashf az-zunun, contains a citation of 
Ibn Rushd’s Tahdfut at-Tahafut, indeed, at the end of his entry on al-GhazalTs 
Tahajut alfalasifa, in which he describes the work of al-Ghazall in great detail, 
(JelebT mentions the refutation of Ibn Rushd, quoting the beginning and the 
end of Ibn Rushd’s text. 46 Compared to the long description of al-GhazalTs 
Tahajut, however, (JelebI spares only a few lines for Ibn Rushd, declines com¬ 
ment or evaluation, and moves quickly to commentaries written by Ottomans. 
Nevertheless, Katib (Jelebl’s quotation from Tahajut at-Tahafut, though sparse, 
suggests that Ottoman libraries - or at least some Ottoman scholars - had cop¬ 
ies. In my own search through Turkish manuscript libraries, I found less than 
ten traceable copies of Tahajut at-Tahafut. That this small number could be 
found among the mountain of copies of al-Ghazall’s Tahdfut gives a clear por¬ 
trait of Ibn Rushd’s minimal influence on Ottoman thought, at least in regards 
to the Incoherence debate. 47 Though Ottoman commentaries on al-GhazalT’s 
Tahajut include some points that parallel Ibn Rushd’s counter criticisms, these 


46 Katib (Jelebi, Kashf az-zunun, 1:512-3. 

47 I located copies of Tahajut at-Tahafut in the Siileymaniye Library (Laleli 2490, Yeni Cami 
734, §ehid Ali Pa§a 1582), the Beyazit Library (Veliyiiddin Efendi 4024), the Kayseri Ra§id 
Efendi Library (Ra§id Efendi 530), the Konya Yusuf Aga Library (487), and the Giresun 
Halk Library (1220). 
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cannot certify an awareness of Ibn Rushd’s Tahajut inasmuch as they could 
have arisen independently, without reference to Ibn Rushd. 48 

If they were only commentaries on al-Ghazall’s Tahajut, to what degree did 
the Ottoman Tahafuts by Hocazade and TusI and their commentators follow 
al-Ghazall - that is to say, to what extent did these authors prefer the views 
of the post-Ghazall mutakallimun of the 12th through 15th centuries? Here we 
have evidence of Ottoman reaction, engagement, and elaboration: Hocazade 
adds two chapters to al-Ghazall’s original twenty chapters (each chapter dis¬ 
cussing a question), introducing a new chapter on the necessary in itself (mujib 
bi-cLhatihi) and dividing the discussion of the Divine attributes into two sepa¬ 
rate chapters. Kemalpa§azade commented on Hocazade’s chapters selectively, 
dealing only with fifteen; KarabagI, in turn, discussed only twelve chapters. 
‘Ala 1 ad-DIn at-Tusi, however, in his rival work to Hocazade’s, examined the 
questions in twenty chapters - that is, exactly the same number of chapters 
as al-Ghazall; nevertheless, he added general epistemological issues to the fif¬ 
teenth chapter, which is on the Divine knowledge. 

Reading through the texts of Hocazade and TusI, both authors acquit them¬ 
selves of blindly following al-Ghazall; instead, they claim to base their analysis 
on evidence, without prejudice to the philosophers. 49 The systematic and cat¬ 
egorical TusI, for instance, promises to defend only what he considers certain 


48 Ottoman thinkers who examined and referred to the philosophical works of Ibn Rushd 
can be found, though they belong to the later period: for example, the 18th-century 
Ottoman philosopher and translator Yanyavi Es'ad Efendl (d. 1144/1731), who was known 
as the Third Teacher ( al-Mu’allim ath-thalith) among the Ottomans, was one of them; 
see Yanyavi, at-Ta'lim ath-thalith., Ragib Pa5a Library, ms. No. 824, fol. 2a. For Yanyavi's 
references to Ibn Rushd also see M. Sait Ozervarh, “Yanyali Esad Efendi’s Works on 
Philosophical Texts as Part of the Ottoman Translation Movement in the Early Eighteenth 
Century,” Europa und die Tttrkei im iS.Jahrhundert /Europe and Turkey in the r8th Century, 
ed. Barbara Schmidt-Haberkamp, Gottingen: V&R Press, Bonn University Press, 2011, 
466-467. Furthermore, in the 19th century, §eykhulislam Musa Kazim (d. 1919) wrote 
a chapter specifically on Ibn Rushd's objections to al-Ghazall, though his analysis was 
not comprehensive. See Musa Kazim, “Ibn Ru§d'iin Felsefl Metodu ve Imam Gazzali ile 
Bazi Konulardaki Miinazarasi,” in his Kulliyat: Dini, ictimai Makaleler, Istanbul: Evkaf-i 
islamiyye Matbaasi, 1326 ah, 139-96. 

49 “fa-wafaqtu tariqat al-Imam al-Murshid [i.e., al-Ghazall]/! l-ast lakin la bi-tariqat at-taqlid 
bal bi-muqtada t-tahqiq al-baht, aw bi-ma huwa sharitat al-munazara wa-l-bahth,fa-inna 
at-taqlidftamthal hadha min nidhalat al-jiddwa-safalat al-bakht" TusI, Tahajut al-faldsifa, 
54. See also: “inna md awradna min al-mubahatha wa-l-munazara ma' al-faldsifa laysa 
al-maqsud min majmu'iha l-hukm bi-butlan matalibihim” (TusI, ibid., 368); cf. “bal tanbih an 
’ala l-maram hasab md ’anna limin ar-radwa-l-qubulwa-n-naqdwa-L-ibrdm" (Hocazade, 
Tahajut al-faldsifa, 4). 
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and correct; he also pledges to dispute only what is rationally problematic, 
excusing himself from “bigotry” (ta'assub), or deviation from the “path of fair¬ 
ness” (Jaddat al-insaf). TusI, moreover, regards such interactive dialogues with 
the philosophers as both “useful” ( mufida) and “quite possible” {ghayrba'ida ). 50 

In his introduction, TusI employs comparatively gentler language towards 
the philosophers, especially when compared to Hocazade’s; the latter, as will 
be seen, includes a more pointed critique of al-Ghazali, sometimes describing 
al-Ghazall’s arguments as “of no significance” (Laysa bi-shay 3 ). Kemalpa§azade, 
for his part, is astonished that Hocazade’s book criticizes al-Ghazali instead 
of the philosophers; this astonishment must have prompted Kemalpa§azade’s 
speculation as to whether Hocazade wrote his Tahafut commentary in order to 
criticize the philosophers or, rather, al-Ghazali himself. 51 

Insofar as al-Ghazali did not reject all the views of the philosophers but 
rather highlighted his major criticisms of some of their arguments, Ottoman 
authors likewise, although they considered themselves close to al-Ghazali in 
a philosophical sense, did not feel obliged to merely ape him. Indeed, despite 
their belonging to al-Ghazall’s tradition of thought, Ottoman commentators 
criticized some of his arguments; in some cases they even evince views paral¬ 
lel to Ibn Rushd, though they were apparently unaware of his book. 52 They did 
not, moreover, see it necessary to accept or reject a view as a whole, but rather 
agreed with some details while criticizing others. For instance, Hocazade eval¬ 
uates al-Ghazall’s arguments against illumination ( sudur) theory regarding the 
lack of Divine action and Actor. In al-Ghazall’s view, the illumination of the 
universe, though suggestive of a cause, does not by necessity imply the will of 
the Actor. Al-Ghazali rejects necessary causation in the universe and therefore 
refers to the Divine will between the cause and effect of all physical events. 
Hocazade, however, sees the reference to the actor and his will in al-Ghazall’s 
examples as unnecessary; in normal language, Hocazade estimates, the causes 
are considered sufficient for the understanding of actions, and they are not 
accepted allegorically. Therefore, it is generally accepted that ice makes things 
cold, fire causes burning, and water obviates thirst, even when the agents behind 
the actions are not known or seen; according to this view, the illumination of 
the universe from God does not exclude His being an actor. TusI, in contrast, 
supports al-Ghazali in this regard, emphasizing the importance of the actor 


50 TusI, Tahafut al-falasifa, 54. 

51 Kemalpa§azade, Tehafiit Ha§iyesi, 511. 

52 Cf. Ahmet Arslan, Ha§iye ala’t-Tehafut Tahlili, 28,88. 
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in the cause-effect chain. 53 Likewise, in some cases disagreements take place 
among the Ottomans themselves; for instance, in regards to al-Ghazall’s possi¬ 
bility of a distinction in the necessary being of God, Kemalpa§azade considers 
Hocazade’s comments incorrect and useless. 54 As such, it is clear that Ottoman 
scholars took a nuanced approach to al-Ghazall’s work; considering this, this 
stage of Islamic intellectual history represents not a cessation, but a continua¬ 
tion of the Islamic philosophical heritage. 


Comparisons between the Two Commentary Texts 

In order to demonstrate this selective approach, I will give a more detailed 
analysis of TusI and Hocazade’s treatments of al-Ghazali’s text. 

The issue in question is al-Ghazall’s condemnation of what he viewed as the 
philosophers’ most egregious transgressions. Besides his twenty general criti¬ 
cisms of Muslim Peripatetic thinkers, al-Ghazall also accused the falasifa of 
disbelief ( kufr ) in three specific matters among all. The subjects of accusation 
were the eternity of the world in the first chapter, the absence of knowledge 
of the particulars by God in the thirteenth chapter, and the spiritual resurrec¬ 
tion after death in the last twentieth chapter. In the conclusion of his work, 
al-Ghazall argues that those views could never be accommodated within 
Islam in any way; as such, the philosophers holding such opinions must be 
condemned. 55 

In response, Ibn Rushd denounces al-Ghazall for not understanding the 
earlier philosophers correctly and for, in some cases, distorting their inten¬ 
tions. He emphasizes al-Ghazall’s grave responsibility for misleading his read¬ 
ers, claiming that the book ought to be renamed, rather, as the “Tahafut Abl 


53 Hocazade, Sharh Tahafut al-falasifa, 44-7; Kemalpa§azade, Tehafut Hagiyesi, 354-9. 
In addition, Hocazade disagrees with al-Ghazall on the issues of color, on the eternity 
of the world, and on the ability of God to know particulars. Hocazade also criticizes 
al-Ghazall for misrepresenting Ibn SIna's ideas and rejects the charge of takfir against 
Ibn SIna, which he viewed as unwarranted and extreme (See Miibahat Tiirker, Ug Tehafut 
Bakimindan FelsefeDin Miinasebeti, 386). 

54 Kemalpa§azade, Tehafut Hagiyesi, 409; Ahmet Arslan, Hagiye ala’t-Tehafut Tahlili, 268-9. 

55 Al-Ghazall, Tahafut al-falasifa, 230. It is interesting to note that al-Ghazall in his own life¬ 
time faced a similar accusation of kufr. In another work, he complains that a group of jeal¬ 
ous opponents accused him of deviating from the path of the predecessors, alleging that 
any view different from Ash'arism would be the cause of disbelief (See Faysal at-tafriqa 
bayna al-Islam wa-z-zandaqa, ed. Samih Dughaym, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Lubnani, Beirut 
1993.47)- 
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Hamid” (i.e., “The Incoherence of al-Ghazall”). Despite his energetic defense of 
the philosophers in general, however, Ibn Rushd does not agree with his pre¬ 
decessors in all particulars, especially when they depart from the Aristotelian 
position. Therefore, the main goal his Tahafut at-Tahdfut was to demonstrate 
al-Ghazali’s mangling of the issues rather than to exonerate the views of Ibn 
Slna and the earlier philosophers. 56 

When we examine the Ottoman commentaries, however, it becomes clear 
that - despite the authors’ disagreement with the falasifa and their silence 
about Ibn Rushd’s above criticisms - Ottoman scholars use much gentler lan¬ 
guage than al-Ghazall when referring to the philosophers. Tusi, for example, 
when classifying the views of the philosophers that differ from orthodox 
Muslim believers ( arbab ash-shara’if, includes most philosophers’ views 
within the sphere of interpretation. Furthermore, according to TusI, some dis¬ 
agreements between the philosophers and theologians, such as the descrip¬ 
tion of God by the philosophers as substance ( Jawhar ) instead of using the 
term existent by itself (qa’im bi-nafsih), are only terminological and nominal 
(mdyurjt al-khilaf Lla mujarradal-istilahwa-t-tasmiya). Those are literal (lafzT) 
disagreements, he says, which have no effect on essential beliefs. TusI tends to 
consider al-Ghazali’s accusation of blasphemy as disputable, since the num¬ 
ber of different approaches to the allegation documented a lack of unanimity. 
Although some scholars, in Tusi’s view, would see a clear conflict between the 
views of the philosophers - in the above three matters - and the principles of 
religion, others would find no clear and certain evidence within the sources 
of religion. 57 

Hocazade, in contrast, criticizes some of al-Ghazall’s arguments on the 
issue of pre-eternity, and emphasizes that the priority of God to the universe 
in essence neither requires the pre-eternality of both God and the universe nor 
their origination in time. According to Hocazade, God’s priority to the universe 
is not through or in time, but through timelessness; the pre-eternity of God 
does not mean His existence within a time, but a timeless and endless exis¬ 
tence that covers an eternal time or is trans-time. 58 Kemalpa§azade, in his gloss 
on Hacazade’s commentary, refers sympathetically to Tusi’s above remarks, 
suggesting that although people widely accuse the philosophers of blasphemy, 
condemnation was not universal; their perceptions had been upheld by some 
great theologians like al-Razi. He then quotes a passage of Fakhr ad-DIn ar-RazT’s 


56 Averroes, Tahafut at-Tahdfut (The Incoherence of Incoherence), trans. Simon van den 
Bergh, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1934,1:9-10,18,47,236, and so on. 

57 Tusi, Tahafut al-falasifa, 61-3. 

58 Kemalpa§azade, Tehajut Ha§tyesi, 160,172; Ahmet Arslan, Ha§iye ala’t-Tehafut Tahlili, 109. 
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al-Matalib al- 'aliya which is quite similar to Tusl’s. According to ar-Razi, there 
are no open statements in the revealed books that explain the origination of 
the universe in time. The lack of such an open explanation, ar-Razi empha¬ 
sizes, also requires or at least implies that the issue was within the sphere of 
forgiveness. Following the quotation, Kemalpa§azade points out that the lack 
of any statement about the matter in the sacred books was indeed impor¬ 
tant inasmuch as it made possible to argue against al-Ghazall’s allegation of 
blasphemy. Kemalpa§azade is, of course, aware of the counter-argument that 
religious sources were not limited to the sacred books; they included the pro¬ 
phetic traditions, the sunna and hadith. As a response, Kemalpagazade high¬ 
lights a principle in theology that any knowledge based on a single tradition 
is not regarded as completely certain; its rejection, therefore, does not cause 
blasphemy. He supports his view with a reference to al-Ghazall’s book Faysal 
at-tafriqa . 59 This flexibility on the part of the Ottoman authors demonstrates 
both their relative position regarding al-Ghazall’s accusations and their effort 
to revise them through linguistic and interpretative methods. 

In the eighth chapter of his Tahajut, al-Ghazali criticizes the philosophers for 
their view of the essence of God, claiming that the falasifa denied an essence 
or quiddity ( mdhiyya ) for the existence of God due to its simplicity. The presen¬ 
tation of the position of the philosophers by al-Ghazall becomes the subject 
of harsh controversy in Ibn Rushd’s response to the book. Though this the¬ 
ory about essence and existence found its beginning in the work of al-Farabi 
and the early mutakallimun, it was systematized by Ibn Sina, from whence it 
influenced later philosophical and theological Islamic discourse through the 
Ghazallan Tahdfut. Both early Ash'arite and Maturidite mutakallimun, for 
example, while discussing the nature of existence, did not accept the crucial 
distinction between existence (or being) and essence (or quiddity), the view 
that was held by al-Farabi and most of the Mu'tazilites. 60 


59 Kemalpa§azade, Tehajut Ha§iyesi, 24-6. For comparisons of these quotes to the original 
text, see Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi, Al-Matalib al-’aliya min al-'ilm al-ilahl, ed. Ahmad HihazI 
as-Saqqa, Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Arabi, 1987,5:29,32; al-Ghazall, Faysal at-tafriqa, 77-8. 

60 It should be briefly noted that pre-Avicennian kalam scholars - in order to distinguish 
between the divine and temporal categories of existence - divided the existent into 
two categories: that which is Eternal ( qadlm) and that which has a beginning ( hadith/ 
muhdath). Avicenna and the school of philosophers, however, divided existence into 
necessary existence (wajib al-wujud) and possible/unnecessary ( mumkin al-wujud). 
In the post-Avicennian period of the 11th century the mutakallimun changed direction 
and came closer to the philosophers. In order to explain the nature of the etemality 
possessed by God and His attributes, however, al-Ghazali - influenced by his teacher 
al-Juwayni - and his fellow Sunni theologians distanced themselves from the earlier 



394 


OZERVARLI 


Ibn Slna argues that the existence of a thing must be regarded as an attri¬ 
bute added to its essence, as the essence was the actor or agent of the thing. 
According to Ibn Slna, the First Thing ( al-Awwal , i.e., God Himself) has no 
agent, its existence therefore being identical with its essence. This position, 
in fact, brought together earlier views; unlike the mutakaUimun, Ibn Slna took 
a different approach towards possible and necessary existents, especially 
regarding to the essence-existence relation. For Ibn Slna and the philosophers, 
essence comes first for the possible existents, because our concept formation 
about things exists without their physical existence. In the Necessary Existent, 
however, the First cause of possible existents, essence and existent must be 
the same. Otherwise, like other possible existents, God would need another 
cause: this would be contrary to His nature and would create an unending 
chain of causes. 61 

Ibn Slna’s approach is referred to likewise by al-Ghazall in his Maqasid. 
al-falasifa . 62 However, in the Tahafut, al-Ghazall presents the idea of identifica¬ 
tion as the denial of the essence of God, arguing that - contrary to the view of 
the philosophers - the reality and the essence of God exists. Al-Ghazall points 
out that it is irrational to have an existence without essence, since it is its real¬ 
ity that differentiates the existent from other things. Moreover, to negate the 
essence is to negate the reality, and in the absence of reality, existence cannot 
be rationally perceived. Therefore, al-Ghazall asserts, the position of the phi¬ 
losophers actually accepts existence without the existent, a contradiction. If 
existence without its reality or essence was rational, al-Ghazall continues, the 
same must be true for other causal effects ( maHulat ). Since the philosophers 
agree about their essence, why not accept this for the First cause? It would be 
illogical, according to al-Ghazall, to differentiate between the First necessary 
existent and other possible existents, both being existents, whether having an 
essence or not. The lack of essence, he repeats, is the lack of reality, and the 
lack of reality is nothing other than an empty existence. 63 


kalam position. Instead, they employed more philosophical terms, including “impossible 
of non-existence” ( mustahil al-’adam) and “necessary existence” (wajib al-wujud), though 
they used these with some hesitation; see al-Juwaynl, Al-Luma’ fi qawa’id ahl as-sunna 
wa-l-jama’a, ed. Michel Allard, Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1968, 137; al-Ghazall, al-Iqtisad 
fi-l-i'tiqad, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al- c Ilmiyya, 1403/1983,20; ibid., Tahafut al-falasifa, 118-120; 
al-Pazdawi, Usui ad-din, ed. Hans Peter Linss, Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al- c Arabiyya, 1963, 
20; Abu 1-Mu‘In an-Nasafi, Tabsirat al-adilla, ed. Claude Salama, Damas: Institut Frangais 
de Damas, 1993,61-2. 

61 Ibn Slna, al-Mubahathat, ed. Muhsin Bidarfar, Qom: Intisharat-i Bidar, 1992,279-88. 

62 Al-Ghazall, Maqasid al-falasifa, 105-6. 

63 Al-Ghazall, Tahafut al-falasifa, n8-20. 
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In his response, however, Ibn Rushd contends that the philosophers did 
not deny the Divine essence at all; insisting on the fundamental simplicity 
of God’s essence, the falasifa merely reject any separation or combination in 
God through divisions in His essence and existence. Al-Ghazall’s critique of 
the philosophers, therefore, was mere sophistry. 64 Theologians after al-Ghazall 
such as Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi divided existence into “necessary of permanent 
existence in itself” (wajib ath-thubiit li-cLhatihi) and “possible existence in itself” 
(.mumkln al-wujud li-dhatifii ). 65 Al-Baydawi and his commentator al-Isfahani - 
under the influence of Avicennian syntheses - suggested that existence was 
an addition to essence, neither identical nor part. 66 To both, distinguishing 
between the Necessary Existent and the temporal reality regarding their 
essences violates both the communality of the existence and its definition as a 
shared quality for all beings. 

The Ottomans, in turn, saw nothing unusual in using this philosophical divi¬ 
sion of necessary and temporal existents for their own Tahafut commentar¬ 
ies. On the relation of existence and essence in the Necessary Existent, each 
Ottoman scholar took a different position. Hocazade, for his part, focuses on 
Ibn Sina’s disputational methods rather than explicitly criticizing his equation 
of existence and essence in God. Though Hocazade finds the proofs on this 
issue insufficient, he at the same time dismisses the philosophers’ views and 
their arguments against Ibn Sina. Likewise, though he mentions three oppos¬ 
ing arguments made against Ibn Sina’s view by al-Ghazall, as-Suhrawardi 
and ar-Razi, Hocazade expresses his dissatisfaction with their assertions by 
raising theoretical objections to their assertions. Hocazade, furthermore, did 
not see any open contradiction between Ibn Sina’s position and the principles 


64 Averroes, Tahafut at-Tahafut, trans. Simon van den Berg, 1: 236-40. For a further reading 
on the discussion in the context of contingency, see Taneli Kukkonen, “Possible Worlds 
in the Tahafut al-tahafut: Averroes on Plenitude and Possibility,' ’Journal of the History of 
Philosophy, Volume 38, Number 3 (July 2000), pp. 329-347; and “Possible Worlds in the 
Tahafut al-Falasifa: Al-Ghazali on Creation and Contingency,” Journal of the History of 
Philosophy, Volume 38, Number 4 (October 2000), pp. 479-502. 

65 Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi, Muhassal afkar al-mutaqaddimin wa-l-muta’akhkhirin min 
al-‘ulama’, Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliya al-Azhariyya, n.d., 93. 

66 Edwin E. Calverley and James w. Pollock (eds. and trans.), Nature, Man, God in Medieval 
Islam-. Abd Allah al-Baydawi’s text Tawali’ al-anwar min Matali' al-anzar along with 
Mahmud Isfahani’s Commentary Matali’ al-anzar sharh Tawali’ al-anwar, Leiden: Brill, 
2002,192. 
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of Islamic thought, pointing out that some theologians of the later period 
agreed with Ibn Sina on the issue of essence and existence. 67 

Tusi, similarly, chooses to highlight the objections of Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi, 
suggesting that these were not in fact related to the philosophers’ actual views. 
He points out, disparagingly, that ar-RazI’s argument - based on the assump¬ 
tion that intellectually identifying a commonality among various beings 
equates them in reality - is simply the product of an overactive imagination, 
rebuking ar-Razi for his negligence. Accepting the separation of God’s exis¬ 
tence and essence for God, TusI apologizes for his prolixity. His tarrying in the 
matter, he explains, was simply caused by a desire to clarify issues and resolve 
misunderstandings. 68 

Kemalpagazade, in contrast, introduces new arguments to refute the claim 
of the philosophers. According to him, Ibn Sina’s arguments do not prove the 
identification of essence and existence in God, but rather show the inclusion 
of existence into essence as its part. Kemalpa§azade rejects the argument of an 
unending chain of causes, asserting that the concept of existence, as well its 
qualities, are theoretical; they do not necessarily require causes. As such, the 
identification of essence and existence of God could not be demonstrated. 69 

KarabagI, however, agrees with Ibn Sina and the philosophers on their posi¬ 
tion of identification, while separating them in the case of possible existents. 
KarabagI criticizes his fellow Ottoman Hocazade of being contradictory in his 
position; for, while trying to counter Ibn Sina, the content of Hocazade’s text 
nevertheless proves Ibn Slna’s views. The identification of essence and exis¬ 
tence, KarabagI argues, actually supports the Islamic doctrine of absolute unity 
of God rather than contradicting it; there is no reason, therefore, to oppose the 
philosophers and Ibn Sina in this regard. 70 In sum, examining the Ottoman 
texts and their contributions to this long debated case, it becomes clear that 
the Ottomans reached their own critical and original conclusions. 


67 Hocazade, Kitab Tahafut al-falasifa, 68-74; Kemalpa§azade, TekafutHa§iyesi, 462-72. Also 
see Rida Sa'ada, Mushkilat as-sira' bayn al-falsafa wa-d-dln min al-Ghazdli wa-Ibn Rushd 
ild t-Tusiwa-l-Khujazade, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr al-Lubnani, 1990,107. 

68 Tusi, Tahafut al-falasifa, 203-7, 21 5- 

69 Kemalpa§azade, Tehafut Ha§tyesi, 462-82. 

70 KarabagI, Ta'liq 1 ala sharh tahafut al-falasifa li-Khujazade, 161-2. 
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Conclusion 

Ottoman philosophical thought, as traced through the aforementioned 
Tahdfut commentaries, clearly demonstrates active, integrative, and produc¬ 
tive Ottoman participation in the context of the Anatolian environment and 
later Islamic philosophy. Ottoman scholars transplanted Islamic rationality to 
their own society by engaging, interpreting, critiquing, and re-working pre- 
Ottoman texts. 

This further demonstrates a deep Ottoman familiarity with classical philo¬ 
sophical doctrines and techniques of argumentation. Rather than imitating 
al-Ghazall’s polemical tone, Ottoman scholars regarded the philosophers in 
general - and Ibn Slna in particular - as simply one side of an on-going debate 
within Islamic intellectual history. For that reason, Ottoman Tahajuts, though 
explicitly following the title and the text of al-Ghazall, nevertheless resemble 
Fakhr ad-DIn ar-Razi’s Shark al-isharat wa-t-tanblhat, which, as we have seen, 
a philosophical criticism of Avicennian doctrine discreetly disguised as a com¬ 
mentary. As we have also seen, Ottoman authors did not base their efforts 
on a mere and outright acceptance of al-Ghazall’s views and arguments, but 
instead made careful distinctions, highlighting weak points and criticizing his 
assertions when they saw contradictions. 

Therefore, Hocazade, TusI, and their Ottoman followers seem to employ 
al-Ghazall’s book only as a textual basis for their views, putting forward dif¬ 
ferent or opposite arguments as reacting philosophers. In each chapter, the 
Ottoman discussions exceed each topic by focusing on the epistemological 
details of the subject matter. However, Ottoman authors were not primar¬ 
ily interested in building new philosophical systems or theories, but rather 
in understanding, expanding, and detailing ideas; this simply debunks the 
absence of thought: indeed, their philosophical activity - and their interpreta¬ 
tion, evaluation, and combination of pre-existing material - contributed to the 
restoration, vitalization, and transmission of thought to later periods. 
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